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Abstract
This article intends to explore the practices developed within the Inter-
national Gathering of Military Vehicles “Caterpillars and Horseshoes” in 
Borne Sulinowo – a former military base in Poland. Focusing on this spe-
cific event, I attempt to demonstrate how tourism provides remembrance 
activities. Because all the practices mentioned in the text below have been 
established as a result of and in relation to the post-military base, it is 
also significant to examine how the tourist practices developed within the 
gathering are affected by the materiality of the site.
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Introduction

Research into sociocultural practices relating to tourism practices devel-
oped by civilians on the territories of former military zones in Central and 
Eastern Europe (CEE) is closely related to the analysis of sites of “difficult her-
itage” (Macdonald 2009), “negative heritage” (Meskell 2002) or “dissonant 
heritage” (Tunbridge – Ashworth 1995). Tourism activity provides potential 
opportunity for the development of local communities, as it facilitates dealing 
with the materiality of the sites, negotiating visions of the past upheld by vari-
ous, often conflicted, communities of memory or acquiring knowledge which 
“[…] is constructed through encounters” (Crouch 2008: 207).

All practices inform the way people negotiate meanings (Crouch 2008: 
212). Tourism practices understood as remembrance activities develop in plac-
es where memory of the past is still important. As the history of such places is 
often complicated, ambiguous and multidimensional, the places in question 
in relation to tourism take on the character of contested tourism spaces.

When analyzing social memory and tourism practices in places con-
nected with World War I, Caroline Winter stated that tourism as remem-
brance activity may involve the practices of exploring by walking, and 
creating routes to traditional memorials such as battlefields, cemeteries or 
monuments. At the same time the researcher noticed that the 21st century 
has seen an increasingly intensive growth of new memorials – “[…] interac-
tive museum displays and a wide range of formal, informal and commu-
nity commemorations. […] The new memorials of today, however, provide 
for interactive experiences for visitors which allow them to select informa-
tion from a vast range of materials, which provides for the articulation of 
multiple and complex interpretations and memories.” (Winter 2009: 621) 
The new memorials often take the form of grassroots initiatives of the local 
communities, which, on the one hand, involve entertainment and, on the 
other, have core functions related to remembrance, education, promotion 
of peace and so on. The emergence of new memorials reflects the fact that 
the articulation of social memories is beginning to take on new forms. It is 
worth adding that the traditional and new memorials are mutually related.

Adopting the above observations as the basis of further analysis, this 
article intends to examine practices developed within the International 
Gathering of Military Vehicles “Caterpillars and Horseshoes” (Gąsienice 
i  Podkowy) in Borne Sulinowo – a  former military base located in the 
north-western part of Poland, in the so-called “Recovered Territories”.1 

1 “Recovered Territories” – territories in western Poland which used to belong 
to Germany until the end of World War II. In 1945 they were annexed to 
Poland by the resolutions of the Potsdam conference.



465

Tourism as Remembrance Activity: The International Gathering of Military Vehicles 

Focusing on this specific event, I  attempt to demonstrate how tourism 
provides remembrance activities, which are not ascribed to specific dates 
and give tourists more freedom to commemorate the past and develop 
techniques that are able to appeal to representatives of generations not 
personally or directly affected by the past events. All of the practices re-
ferred to in this article have been established as a result of and in relation 
to the post-military base. In consequence, it is also significant to address 
the question of the influence of the materiality of the site on tourist prac-
tices developed within the military gathering in Borne Sulinowo.

I draw upon empirical material on the tourism activity at the former 
military base in Borne Sulinowo. I conducted field research in February, 
May and August of 2015, in May 2016, and in August 2018. Each stay in 
Borne Sulinowo lasted between 7 and 10 days. Over this period I par-
ticipated in two international gatherings of military vehicles: in August 
2015 (12th Gathering) and in August 2018 (15th Gathering). Even though 
gatherings usually officially last three days, in practice many participants 
in these events stay in Borne Sulinowo at least a few days longer (usually 
between one and two weeks). Personally, I always arrived at the venue 
before the official opening of the gathering and stayed in the former mili-
tary base a few days after it had ended. As a result, I was present during 
the final preparations for the event. Moreover, I had the opportunity to 
observe what was happening after the close of the official program of the 
gathering and listen to how both the participants and the inhabitants of 
Borne Sulinowo reflected and commented on it.

My research has generally and continuously been based on a qualita-
tive, ethnographic approach. I  have used various qualitative measures: 
semi-structured interviews (they have varied greatly in length, ranging 
from about one hour up to three hours, and all interviews have been re-
corded with an audio recorder), informal conversations, and participant 
observations. Data published on websites and discussions held on inter-
net forums provided supplementary research material.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 persons (in some 
cases the same person was interviewed more than once). Three organiz-
ers of the event and inhabitants of Borne Sulinowo were interviewed (the 
participants’ personal details were anonymized). In the case of the tourist-
participants, data was obtained in the course of informal conversations 
and participant observation. Such methods of conducting field research 
were determined by the character of the military gatherings. Information 
obtained in this manner was analyzed and presented in this text in the 
form of consistent narrative, therefore the number of citations from con-
versations with tourist-participants is rather limited.
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This article is a part of a broader study in which I have been exploring 
the cultural practices developed in the post-Soviet military zones in CEE 
(see among others Demski – Czarnecka 2018; Seljamaa – Czarnecka – 
Demski 2017; Demski – Czarnecka 2015; Czarnecka 2015).

A General	Outline	of	Tourism	Activity	in	Post-Military	Zones	in	Poland

The development of tourism activity in post-military zones in Poland 
was initiated in the 1990s. This process was closely linked to global politi-
cal and economic changes, as well as the socio-systemic transformation in 
Central and Eastern Europe after the fall of the Iron Curtain (1989). In the 
context of Soviet military bases in Poland the crucial event was the end of 
the withdrawal of the Russian Federation Army on September 18, 1993.2 
Before that both the garrisons and territories in their direct neighborhood 
were under strict military supervision and inaccessible to civilians.

 Traditionally, the post-military spaces are viewed as “barriers” for 
the development of tourism both due to political, functional (e.g. infra-
structural deficits) and communication (peripheral character) reasons, as 
well as being associated with conflict, war, destruction and pollution. Para- 
doxically, however, the very same factors increasingly contribute to the 
growing attractiveness of post-military areas as tourist destinations. The 
unique built environment and cultural landscape of these areas affects the 
development of tourism within them, attracting, on the one hand, tourists 
fascinated by the unique qualities of the landscape, and on the other, those 
who are interested in visiting dark sites, which enables them to experience 
strong emotions, even though “intensities of darkness” vary from place to 
place (for more on dark tourism, see, for example, Foote 2003; Lennon 
– Foley 2000; Stone – Sharpley 2008). Tourist activities related to post-
military zones are often collectively referred to as military tourism, dark 
tourism or “tourism of unwanted places” (Pokojska – Suszczewicz 2016). 
Whereas dark tourism and military tourism often refer to specific events 
that took place in the past, the notion of “tourism of unwanted places” 
demonstrates a much stronger connection to the present and contempo-
rary attitude to so-called “difficult heritage”.

Tourist activities related to post-military zones include, among others, 
military-themed attractions, natural attractions, or commemoration and 
remembrance attractions. This type of tourism is often associated with 

2 Officially, 39 Soviet/Russian garrisons functioned in Poland from 1957. The 
majority of them were situated in the western part of the country. For more 
on this topic, see Czarnecka 2017: 123–125.
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authenticity3 and can be associated with educational and commemorating 
values, thus contributing to economic, social and cultural rehabilitation 
of the post-military spaces.

The transition of post-military zones into tourism sites depends on 
various cultural and socio-political factors (cf. Mansfeld – Korman 2015: 
440). Even though many post-Soviet military bases on the territory of 
Central and Eastern Europe, including those in Poland, were abandoned 
and turned into ghost towns,4 which “may indicate a  refusal, failure or 
inability to touristify the intimate relationship to the Soviet/Russian mili-
tary past” (Seljamaa – Czarnecka – Demski 2017: 13; see also Demski 2017; 
Boldāne-Zelenkova 2017), the present analysis involves Borne Sulinowo, 
where tourist practices played a key role in the transformation, promotion 
and rehabilitation of the former military base.

The	International	Gathering	of	Military	Vehicles	in	Borne	Sulinowo

In 2015 Borne Sulinowo was inhabited by approximately 4900 people 
(Polska w liczbach – Borne Sulinowo). This former Soviet military base 
(1947–1992), which was previously a German one (1933–1945), is located 
150 km in a straight line from the Polish-German border, surrounded by 
forests, close to Pile lake. The history of Borne Sulinowo and the events at 
the former military base following the withdrawal of the Russian Federa-

3 An analysis of the category of authenticity has not been assumed as part of the 
present study. An in-depth analysis of the authenticity of the site represented 
by the former military base would require a separate article. In this place 
I only wish to emphasize that authenticity cannot be understood as a fixed 
category and various ways of understanding authenticity have coexisted in 
reference to the described site (cf. Bruner 1994). The concept of authenticity 
remains vague. The assumption of the constructivist approach to authentic-
ity (cf. Wang 1999) places the analysis of the case of the former military base 
between authenticity as a product feature and authenticity as an experience. 
The research I have conducted so far in Borne Sulinowo reveals that both the 
inhabitants of the former military base and tourists visiting the site are active 
agents who participate in the construction of authenticity in multiple ways 
(cf. Chronis – Hampton 2008).

4 In the post military spaces referred to as ghost towns (e.g. Pstrąże or Kłomino 
in western Poland) the tourism genre, referred to as the urban exploring move-
ment, has been developing. Its aim is to preserve residential districts, unde-
veloped barracks or training ground fortifications in an unchanged form and 
to explore them in a non-invasive way. In consequence, urban exploration may 
be considered as remembrance activity: “Owing to explorers we can preserve 
memory of the heritage, especially the post-Soviet one which, as demonstrated 
earlier, is very prone to damage and liquidation” (Pokojska – Suszczewicz 
2016: 112).
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tion soldiers (1992) and the transformation of Borne Sulinowo into a ci-
vilian town (1993) has been described in more detail in different articles, 
which I recommend for further reference as I wish to avoid unnecessary 
repetition (see among others Demski – Czarnecka 2015; Czarnecka 2015; 
Czarnecka 2017).

Soon after the civilian town was established both the local authorities 
and the new civilian settlers noticed the tourist potential of the former 
military base. It consisted of, on the one hand, its “untouched” nature, on 
the other, its complicated history, the atmosphere of mystery and special 
character of the post-military space. Among multiple practices gradually 
developed by civilian citizens of Borne Sulinowo (see Demski – Czar-
necka 2018) tourist practices have played a key role in the place-making 
process.

The summer International Gathering of Military Vehicles “Caterpillars 
and Horseshoes”5 was first organized at the former military base in 2004. 
At present, the event attracts thousands of tourists to the town from Po-
land and abroad every year. The military gathering in Borne Sulinowo is 
not only the largest event of its type in Poland but is also one of the most 
recognized in Central and Eastern Europe.6 The dynamics of change in 
the process of development of the military gathering in Borne Sulinowo 
is demonstrated by the comment of one of its organizers:

We have been growing at an incredible pace, … maybe not quite as 
much in the course of the last two or three years, it’s not as intense. 
Maybe it has become more stabilized for now, as we have been limited 
here by space and our ability to handle ever more visitors and equip-
ment. However, we are trying all the time to make it more attractive 
… We are focusing on the quality, being professional, and trying not 
to be one-track minded, so I think that it has radically changed since 
the second or third gathering. It has been a different event since then 

5 Since February 2012 winter gatherings of military vehicles have also been 
organized in Borne Sulinowo. These are on a much smaller scale – the 7th 
winter gathering in February 2018 attracted about one thousand participants 
(Borne Sulinowo. Duże zainteresowanie zimowym poligonem [Borne Sulinowo. 
High interest in the winter training grounds], February 4, 2018) and have not 
been included in this analysis.

6 The oldest Polish event of this type is the International Rally of Historical 
Military Vehicles in Darłowo, which has been taking place since June 1999 
(Nagórski 2014). Military events organized on the territories of CEE countries 
include, among others, Tankové dni in Slovakian Trenčianske Stankovce or 
Retroměstečko Pardubice in the Czech Republic.
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… we are the biggest gathering. I am not being modest here, but that’s 
what it looks like. (Fragment of an interview with the gathering 
organizer, Borne Sulinowo, May 2016.)

The first military gathering in Borne Sulinowo was a grassroots initia-
tive of the town residents, without the support of the local authorities. 
Initially they used the International Rally of Historical Military Vehicles 
in Darłowo as a model. In 2005 they formed the Association of Friends 
of Borne Sulinowo Military History (http://www.zlot.bornesulinowo.pl/
strona/stowarzyszenie/), which soon took over the main responsibilities 
related to the organization of the event and its promotion. At present the 
summer military gathering is co-organized by the Centre of Culture and 
Recreation in Borne Sulinowo and the Borne Sulinowo municipality (the 
latter supports the organization predominantly in a  financial manner). 
Numerous non-local institutions are involved in the organization of this 
event (among others, Museum of Polish Arms in Kołobrzeg, Polish Aero 
Club, Museum of Archeology and History in Stargard; the event has re-
ceived the honorary patronage of, among others, the Voivod of Zachod-
niopomorskie and the Polish Army).

The name of the event corresponds with the names of military elements 
(caterpillars and horseshoes) used in the event logotype, which has been 
designed for promotional purposes. Apart from the the promotion of 
the event by local stakeholders during national and international tour-
ist trade fairs, in brochures and on webpages, a significant contribution 
to disseminating information on the gathering throughout Poland was 
made by a nation-wide advertising campaign, which constituted part of 
the prize awarded to the event in 2010 – “Mocarz Gospodarczy Powiatu 
Szczecinieckiego w kategorii Pozagospodarcze Wydarzenie, Osobowość 
Roku, VII Międzynarodowy Zlot Pojazdów Militarnych ‘Gąsienice i Pod-
kowy’ Borne Sulinowo 2010” (Economic Strongman of the Szczeciniecki 
Poviat in the category Non-economic Event, Personality of the Year for 
the 7th International Gathering of Military Vehicles “Caterpillars and 
Horseshoes” in Borne Sulinowo 2010):

I can’t remember how many years ago it was when we won the prize 
of the marshal of the Zachodniopomorskie Voivodship for the best 
organized event. It included an advertising campaign in cities like 
Wrocław and Poznań with billboards promoting the gathering. Plenty 
of people came. (Fragment of an interview with the gathering 
organizer, Borne Sulinowo, May 2016.)
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For the period of the gathering the quiet town transforms into a lively 
center, whose streets are flooded with military vehicles with roaring en-
gines and thousands of visitors wearing uniforms of foreign armies. The 
reports of the event’s organizers regularly published on its official website 
(http://www.zlot.bornesulinowo.pl/letni/zloty/ii-zlot/; further referred 
to as MZPM) include annual descriptions, which are rather schematic:

It has only been eight years since the annual gathering of military 
enthusiasts was established, however, this event has become such a sig-
nificant element in the town’s landscape and rhythm that it is difficult 
to imagine Borne Sulinowo without it. For several days a year the 
military atmosphere of the past returns to the town, with the roaring 
of huge engines, the clanging of caterpillars and clouds of dust over 
the tankdrome. This year this warlike climate was complemented with 
planes flying above the town … (8th Military Gathering, 2011.)

In the course of these few days a year, the color green – the symbol 
of our town – becomes the dominant element in the clothing of the 
majority of our inhabitants and tourists. … For these few days the 
natural “decoration” of Borne Sulinowo – namely the space of the 
former training ground – becomes transformed into the largest Polish 
“camping”. (7th Military Gathering, 2010.)

Interestingly enough, despite unquestionable promotional and eco-
nomic success, the attitude of Borne Sulinowo residents to the military 
gathering, which affects the lives of all members of the local community, 
is not in complete accord:

The retired people do not always understand that the town with its 
many people needs a source of income, that there are enthusiasts… 
This is like harvest time… These few days are a huge boost to the eco-
nomy, the town becomes alive. (Fragment of an interview with the 
gathering organizer, Borne Sulinowo, February 2015.)

When it comes to the gathering, then it’s more about presenting this 
territory, the fact that we have it. We also have history, but we base it 
on the territory and military machines, which come here, on uniforms, 
the sale of these uniforms, some weapons, some identity discs. I am 
not a fan of this gathering but I think it’s good that it exists. I think 
it’s one of the best events in Borne Sulinowo, because it attracts very 
many people and if it attracts very many people then shops sell goods, 
entrepreneurs have money and pay taxes, the local authorities receive 
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money, and everything revolves around that. (Fragment of an in-
terview with an inhabitant of Borne Sulinowo, February 2015.)

Even though some inhabitants cannot imagine Borne Sulinowo with-
out the military gathering, others believe that the event has become “more 
boring” over time. In practice, though the basic formula of the gathering 
has remained unchanged, it is difficult not to notice new elements (for 
example, in 2017 [14th Gathering] parachuting shows were introduced for 
the first time, in 2018 [15th Gathering] a pyrotechnic and laser show took 
place for the first time, in the background of ruins of former military gra-
nary on the area of the former military training ground).

Additionally, the organizers of military gatherings have been involved 
in an argument with a group of Borne Sulinowo inhabitants, represented 
mostly by retirees, who wish to delegalize what they see as an “incon-
venient” event. After the complaints filed in 2018, the President of the 
Association of Friends of Borne Sulinowo Military History published an 
appeal to the town inhabitants on its website:

With regard to complaints I have been receiving concerning in-
conveniences associated with International Gatherings of Military 
Vehicles in Borne Sulinowo, I wish to ask for your understanding 
and a broader perspective on this event. Annual gatherings are mass 
events organized not only for the sake of military enthusiasts but also 
in order to promote our town in Poland and, judging by the number 
of foreigners participating in the event, even abroad. There is most 
probably no single place in our country where the phrase “Borne 
Sulinowo” does not evoke the association of “Gathering of Military 
Vehicles”. … All in all, despite inconveniences connected with traffic 
in the town, queues in shops, noise caused by evening artistic events, 
as a Borne Sulinowo fellow-resident I ask you for understanding and 
patience as well as to refrain from judgments based on “earned mo-
ney”, which we invest in the organization of the winter and summer 
gathering. (http://www.zlot.bornesulinowo.pl/strona/odezwa/, 
last accessed on October 28, 2018.) 

Despite the discontent demonstrated by some, within just a few years 
the international military event has earned the status of an unconvention-
al mass tourist event. One should add that the gathering encompasses 
a number of associated events such as dioramas, camps, contents, reenact-
ments, concerts, purchasing replicas and souvenirs or eating food made 
in a military field kitchen (Figure 1). In effect, in many respects the event 
resembles a local “festival” or an “indulgence feast”:
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We have more than 100 stands and wish to sell only products thema-
tically related to the gathering. However, sometimes somebody calls 
us … pays the fee, prepares their stand and it turns out that they sell 
plastic guns, balloons or something else … This shows that sometimes 
it becomes a kind of indulgence feast … (Fragment of an interview 
with the gathering organizer, Borne Sulinowo, May 2016.)

Commodification is usually linked to the development of tourism. 
“Commodification refers to all the goods and services through which 
the sense of place can be accessed, both for insiders and outsiders. Com-
modification, as well as heritagization, operates within the framework of 
commemorating and forgetting. What is remembered usually comprises 
these elements which might interest people from the outside and, there-
fore, might ‘sell’ well.” (Demski – Czarnecka 2018: 44) Apart from the 
trade stands situated within the area of the gathering, participants are of-
fered paid excursions in military vehicles through the tankdrome as well 
as excursions around the entire former military base. Consequently, the 
built environment and the history of Borne Sulinowo have become trans-
formed into an increasingly specialized tourist product, adhering to the 
requirements of the generation of today, for whom it is hard to imagine 
the meaning of a place in the absence of explicit information or visual evi-
dence. Because meanings have been forgotten or access to them has been 
lost (though they have not disappeared), tourists may mistake the social 
and historic meaning of a site or fail to see it at all. As meanings are hid-
den in indiscernible details, tourists may feel estranged towards what they 
see (MacCannell 2005: 106). In this context we observe the increasing 
importance of the role of local tour guides and guiding (cf. Macdonald 
2006), a range of people who are exploring the stories by themselves and, 
also, the sensory experience of a site.

The	Post-Military	Base	as	a Contested	Tourism	Space

Comments of the gathering’s participants – both tourists and town resi-
dents – suggest that the key element determining the success and unique 
atmosphere of the event in Borne Sulinowo is the peculiar character of the 
post-military space marked by two major totalitarian regimes: fascism and 
communism. This is illustrated by, among others, the descriptions of the 
event published on its official website:

It is obvious that Borne Sulinowo is a perfect location for such an 
event and it would be difficult to imagine a better one. The former 
military base of the German and then Soviet Army, with the remnants 
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of massive warehouses, creates an unforgettable scenography. The 
Gathering of Military Vehicles is simply … in the right place here. 
(8th Military Gathering, 2011.)

The numerous military objects that had been left on the territory of the 
military base by soldiers of foreign armies were, in due course, damaged, 
stolen and appropriated for civilian use. Even so, since 1993 many post-
military leftovers have been saved from destruction, renovated and dis-
played, including the original urban arrangement of the garrison, part of 
the barracks, fragments of the garrison walls, the military training ground 
and ruins of old granaries located on its territory, the cemetery of So-
viet soldiers, and graves of prisoners of war of different nationalities. On 
the one hand, it is beyond any doubt that the development of tourism 
significantly affected the materiality of the site, on the other, however, 
the characteristics of the site (the way it was built, affected, developed) 
contributed to the process of transformation of the former military base 
into a popular and at the same time stand-alone tourism product (Figure 
2). Moreover, in Borne Sulinowo, as in other post-Soviet bases “Inhabit-
ants of former Soviet/Russian garrisons face the dilemma of how to reno-
vate and modernize the built environment around them, while striving to 
preserve the original military features and aesthetics that attract tourists” 
(Seljamaa – Czarnecka – Demski 2017: 13).

In the context of the International Gathering of Military Vehicles it is 
the space of the entire former military base that plays a fundamental role 
as – though the actual event takes place on the territory of the former 
military training ground where the campsite and the tankdrome are lo-
cated (Figure 3), along with the main stage for shows and contests, and 
commercial stands – in practice the activities of participants extend far 
beyond the military training ground: “Our guests have learned that the 
whole town is included in the party, the town becomes the party” (frag-
ment of an interview with the gathering organizer, Borne Sulinowo, May 
2016). As a result, on several August days tourists dressed in uniforms of 
foreign armies wander around the town and the neighboring territories of 
the post-Soviet base which are full of all kinds of military vehicles.

As with the landscape of battlefields or military zones, which emerge as 
a consequence of real or potential armed conflicts (see Sørensen – Viejo-
Rose 2005), the landscape of the former military base can, according to 
Nicholas Saunders, be defined as a large scale military object (Saunders 
2005: 83–84). Since the landscape of a former military base “… is neither 
a single concept nor a solely-historical entity, but rather something politi-
cal and dynamic, and always open for renegotiation” (Saunders 2005: 84), 
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it can be gradually adjusted to the needs of tourist practices. Ultimately, 
it is through the demands of the tourist industry that the former military 
base becomes the product of “both local ‘imaginings’ and external tourist 
expectations” (Demski 2017: 181). The so-called adoption of military heri-
tage7 (both the post-Soviet and the post-German) by civilian residents of 
Borne Sulinowo facilitates not only the emphasizing and meeting of their 
needs and boosting the local economy, it also provides a way of preserv-
ing whatever was left behind by the users of the former military base, 
continuing the memory of the place.

Yet, the landscape of the former military base is a peculiar product in 
the context of tourist practices, its ambivalence combined with the power 
of attraction stems from its relations with past military conflicts: the ac-
tual ones (World Wars I and II), the potential one (the Cold War) and two 
major totalitarian regimes (fascism and communism).

Remembrance	Activities	within	the	International	Gathering	of	Military	
Vehicles	in	Borne	Sulinowo

In the 21st century the tourist industry significantly contributes to form-
ing new events, created by grassroots initiatives of the local communities. 
These events, on the one hand involve entertainment, while on the other, 
they have core functions, which are remembrance, education or the pro-
motion of peace – in a broader perspective they may be considered new 
memorials. Their potential consists in the possibility of providing access 
to information and negotiating meanings of the past to those who do not 
have personal experience related to it. The new memorials result more from 
an alternative experience of the past and different practices related to it, 
than is the case with traditional memorials. In contemporary culture, popu-
lar culture significantly affects the process of building a relationship with 
the past. Events like the International Gathering of Military Vehicles in 
Borne Sulinowo are a form of embodiment of those relations as well as the 
production, reproduction and articulation of social memory in a manner 
reflecting generational and experiential differences.

As rightly noted by Caroline Winter, “The social memory results from 
the activities of certain groups which establish agreement on which ver-
sion of the past should be remembered … The creation of social mem-
ory is a  political process in which differing memories and forms of ar-

7 Heritage adoption – the adoption of material and non-material goods 
deriving from the past, when heritage, due to lack of legitimate heirs, 
is assumed by other successors along with all consequences of this fact 
(Kowalski 2013: 30).
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ticulation are negotiated through social groups” (Winter 2009: 614). The 
contemporary participants of the military gathering in Borne Sulinowo 
do not constitute a homogenous conglomerate as they differ significantly 
with respect to their needs, experiences, expectations and socio-cultural 
circumstances. The organizers, town inhabitants and tourists belong to 
different groups and communities of memory, and they play different so-
cial roles (soldiers, veterans, collectors, representatives of museums, reen-
actors, etc.), which undoubtedly affects their interpretations of the past, 
the military gathering and the former military base. With awareness of 
these differences, one should examine remembrance activities developed 
within the scope of the military gathering through the lens of the time and 
place in which they are created, realized and negotiated, which ultimately 
contributes to a more comprehensive recognition of the role of tourism in 
the process of memory- and place-making. The division suggested below 
is purely analytical. In practice, boundaries between particular categories 
are often blurred and functions of particular practices are complex.

Traditional Memorials, Practices of Creating Routes and Commemorating 
Values

As I have already mentioned, new and traditional memorials are usual-
ly mutually related as the emergence of new forms of memory articula-
tion does not automatically result in the removal of the earlier ones, but 
rather contributes to broadening and diversifying the structure of forms 
and meanings.8 Such relations between new and traditional memorials may 
manifest themselves in numerous ways. For instance, on the one hand, 
many of the new memorials are established in near spatial proximity to 
traditional memorials. On the other hand, some of the traditional memori-
als are linked with specialized education and research centers or interac-
tive exhibitions. Moreover, the new memorials in the form of events and 
activities may “include” traditional memorials by rebuilding walking trails 

8 Apart from the gathering of military vehicles there appeared a different ex-
ample demonstrating new forms of memory articulation which involved the 
plans of establishing a park of “unwanted” monuments in Borne Sulinowo 
(see more in Demski – Czarnecka 2018: 37–39). The project, announced by 
the Institute of National Remembrance in 2016 and finally not implemented, 
assumed that apart from founding an open-air museum (where disassembled 
Red Army monuments were to be placed) in the former military base a grand 
tourist, training and educational center would be established to provide, 
among others, scientific lectures, educational workshops for children and 
youth, multimedia exhibitions.
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around them and making visiting them an element of a more developed 
program of new events.

On the territory of the former military base social memory is articu-
lated through traditional memorials such as stones, monuments, avenues, 
museum displays (see more in Demski – Czarnecka 2018), ceremonies 
performed in the town, as well as cemeteries (for more on cemeteries as 
sites of memory see Seaton 1996) and locations of World War I and II 
campsites for prisoners of war of different nationalities. Whilst monu-
ments erected on the territory of former military base after 1993 enable 
the articulation of the memory of new settlers (former German and Soviet 
monuments have not been preserved – the Soviet soldiers destroyed the 
German monuments, and the Russians took nearly all the Soviet monu-
ments with them when they left the base), cemeteries of prisoners of war 
and the cemetery of Soviet soldiers constitute significant sites of memory 
for different (not only local) communities of memory.

Moreover, for the former inhabitants of Borne Sulinowo and their 
successors – citizens of Germany and former Soviet Union – the entire 
military base is an “atypical” site of memory they visit during military 
gatherings, but not only then. “Physical places also hold and articulate 
memory” (Winter 2009: 611; see also Halbwachs 1992). They visit the town 
for purposes that are not primarily associated with leisure travel. A tour 
guide from Borne Sulinowo notices that:

Every year the number of visitors from Germany and Russia incre-
ases. Russians do not come for the gathering itself but because they 
want to meet at this exact location, those who used to live here, go to 
school here, or were born here. That’s why they come specifically to 
the gathering. (Fragment of an interview with an inhabitant of 
Borne Sulinowo, May 2016.)

Old residents of the base are the former militaries and their families. 
However, the material I collected during field research suggests that of 
people who actually served in the army (citizens of different nationali-
ties), both during World War II and in the postwar period, most usually 
participate in the event as observers and do not put on military uniforms:

However, these people, the ones who survived that period, not ne-
cessarily the war, but the postwar era, they are observers and not 
people who get involved in the games … they come to see, they assess, 
watch, formulate some opinions but, actually, they do not reveal 
much about themselves. The majority of those who put on the uniforms 
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have never had much in common with the whole thing. I don’t say 
it’s one hundred per cent, because many militaries appear as well … 
but they wear historical uniforms so they represent a different era … 
(Fragment of an interview with the gathering organizer, Borne 
Sulinowo, May 2016.)

In this case, then, the participation of former soldiers of different armies 
in military gatherings, combined with their conscious decision not to put 
on military uniforms, stands for a manifestation of a particular attitude 
towards the military past, a particular form of interpreting personal ex-
perience.

Apart from peculiar excursions of the former residents of Borne Su-
linowo to the former military base, the practices of creating routes to the 
traditional memorials developed within the military gathering also take on 
much more conventional forms. They are often associated with commemo-
rating values. During the military gathering visitors are offered paid rides 
around the former Soviet base with military vehicles (the tour program 
involves, among others, cemeteries of prisoners of war, bunkers, remnants 
of post-military buildings; “People come, there are these tours of the bun-
kers, they go with tour guides … it’s about the very fact of learning about 
the history of Borne” (fragment of an interview with an inhabitant of 
Borne Sulinowo, May 2016). Offers of this type include visits to memorial 
sites. The built environment “provides a material manifestation of absent 
histories and functions as a tangible medium that tourists can see, touch, 
feel and, as a result, connect with the narrative” (Chronis 2015: 136). Ad-
ditionally, each year a group of light military vehicles travels to one of the 
neighboring towns. Selected participants of the gathering then participate 
in military events, which accompany the gathering in Borne Sulinowo but 
outside the territory of the former base, at the same time visiting sites of 
memory located along the route of the column of military vehicles. In 
2017 (15th Gathering) a group of vehicles travelled to Czaplinek in order 
to take part in a military picnic organized by the town authorities. On the 
route the column stopped by the monument commemorating the death of 
the pilot officers of a SU-24 fighter jet in 1992 and the delegated group of 
the gathering participants laid a wreath at the monument. In 2015 (12th 
Gathering) the column travelled to military cemeteries in Borne Sulinowo 
and then went to a military picnic in Szczecinek. Similarly in 2014 (11th 
Gathering) a group of the gathering participants stopped at military cem-
eteries close to Krągi and in Szczecinek (MZPM).

Each military gathering ends with a huge, several-kilometer-long pa-
rade of military vehicles, whose official name is “Parade of the Blue Rib-
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bon of Lake Pile”. Gathering participants proudly present their military 
vehicles driving through towns located around the lake and then trium-
phantly return to the territory of the former military training ground in 
Borne Sulinowo. The route of this drive-through remains the same. Every 
year the parade attracts crowds of visitors, including both tourists and 
residents of nearby towns. All of my interlocutors mentioned the parade 
in the context of the gathering and their remarks were only of a  posi-
tive nature. Interestingly, some of them compared the parade and crowds 
watching it to their imagined visions of the arrival of the Soviet “libera-
tors” in Poland at the end of World War II. It is beyond any doubt that in 
the case of post-war generations these imagined visions were significantly 
affected by popular culture (films, photos, books, songs). It is through 
this filter that the version of the past is articulated, which does not portray 
the reality of that period, but rather creates a peaceful and sanitized view 
of the past to provide entertainment for both insiders and outsiders.

Educational Practices and Values

Tourist practices understood as remembrance activities are often as-
cribed with an educational function. In reality, the majority of education-
al practices are closer to history than social memory, even though both of 
these categories pertain to the past and are mutually related (Connerton 
1989; Nora 2004; Winter 2006). Apart from the cognitive and informa-
tive advantages, the educational function is often employed to legitimize 
specific actions and elevate the prestige of particular events. Such a strat-
egy is not unfamiliar to the organizers of the International Gathering of 
Military Vehicles in Borne Sulinowo, who often refer to the gathering as 
a “history lesson”:

Above all, we do not propagate anything, in any way, we are against 
that. But then this young man can see a living version of this history, 
in a more humorous perspective … everybody is having fun here, 
there is no aggression, nobody actually shoots at anyone, not even 
in the reenactments. We try to imitate winning something, there are 
equipment and uniform demonstrations. There are no elements that 
would evoke any aggression … (Fragment of an interview with the 
gathering organizer, Borne Sulinowo, May 2016.)

Also, the official website of the event features the following descrip-
tions:

Apart from providing enthusiasts of militaries with the opportunity 
of meeting, the idea behind the Gathering of Military Vehicles in 
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Borne Sulinowo is to educate broad social groups in history. This 
is achieved by reenactment groups and military museums. (14th 
Military Gathering, 2017.)

In reality, the remembrance activities of an educational quality that 
take place on the territory of former military training ground in Borne 
Sulinowo amount to something more than performances presented to 
the audience by reenactment groups9 or museum exhibitions (to mention 
only contests in military history or Polish history), however, the latter are 
undoubtedly the most institutionalized. During the event, military his-
tory (most often related to World War II, though not exclusively, as the 
military gathering is not dedicated to a single, specified historical period) 
is presented by national museums (e.g. Pilskie Military Museum) and 
private museums (e.g. Museum of Military History in Borne Sulinowo), 
military museums, and also those in which the history of military conflicts 
only represents an element of a  larger entity (e.g. Regional Museum in 
Bydgoszcz).

During the military gathering, temporary exhibitions are established 
outdoors, under tents (Figure 4). Usually, their key element consists of 
military vehicles – medium scale military objects (Saunders 2005: 83–84) 
– that visitors can look into and take pictures of themselves next to them. 
Representatives of museum institutions answer visitors’ questions, com-
monly focusing on the technical details of the equipment, promoting the 
units they represent and (re)producing specific narratives of the past. It 
is also sometimes the case that museums organize exhibitions during the 
gathering (for instance, in 2017, the Regional Museum in Bydgoszcz pre-
sented an exhibition illustrating the history of manufacturing explosives 
for the Third Reich during World War II, which was located in the former 
garrison bakery).

Interestingly, the exhibition strategy adopted by the gathering orga-
nizers has led to the creation of a complex and heterogeneous image of 
the military past, which involves various entities in the process of its (re)
production, negotiation and articulation. As opposed to traditional mu-
seums, whose exhibition strategies are often based on a “monologue”, the 
gathering features a “dialogue” between the representatives of museum 
institutions and visitors. Exhibitions created during the gathering are ex-
tremely temporary and based on military objects, which are “torn out” of 
museum collections they regularly belong to. If, in the two main types of 
museum exhibitions distinguished by Dean MacCannell – namely, collec-

9 For more on historical reenactments in Poland as a cultural phenomenon, see 
Baraniecka-Olszewska 2018.
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tions and representations – representation consists in placing the object 
in a certain reproduced situation designed as a whole (MacCannell 2005: 
123), then it is precisely the process of creating representations that we 
are dealing with during this military gathering. Military objects that were 
in the past arbitrarily singled out from their original environment (mean-
ing the primary context) and transferred to museums, during the gather-
ing become exhibited in the environment, which is a  copy of a  certain 
comprehensive situation, assumed as significant from the point of view of 
what is being presented. Moreover, in this case, the key role is played not 
so much by other military objects but by the materiality of the site.

It would be an erroneous omission to limit the educational remembrance 
activities just to the institutional level. The need to educate society is also 
noticeable on the individual and non-institutionalized level. In the latter 
case, the significance of memories increases, which become materialized 
through practices and through environments that provide evocative stimuli 
(Hallam – Hockey 2001: 102). Many participants in the gathering, who 
bring their own vehicles and equipment for display, apart from testing and 
offering paid rides around the tankdrome, share their knowledge with the 
visitors (Figure 5). One of the event’s participants, who paraded around the 
gathering in a Danish army uniform and posed for pictures with tourists, 
eagerly answering their questions, expressed it in the following words:

I have been coming here for years to educate people and popularize 
military knowledge. It is not important what type of educational 
activity one practices, but it matters that one educates people. I re-
ally appreciate everything that is authentic here, passionate people. 
However, I hate the commercialization and the fact that people offer 
me money for a picture with them. I am no pin-up boy, it’s about the 
lessons of living history. (Fragment of an interview with a gathe-
ring participant, Borne Sulinowo, August 2015.)

It should also be emphasized that the knowledge and skills of civilians 
often surprise professional soldiers:

The majority of these soldiers, these officers are positively surprised 
by the whole thing. … They are fascinated by the fact that a civilian 
who hasn’t had anything to do with the army can possess equipment 
in such good condition as well as having such incredible knowledge. 
They frequently don’t even try to hide the fact that military men can’t 
match them. (Fragment of the interview with the gathering 
organizer, Borne Sulinowo, May 2016.)
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Though veterans and soldiers take part in the gathering, a remarkable 
part of the participants are ordinary people (for example, inhabitants of 
neighboring towns and tourists) who have never experienced war. Conse-
quently, they interpret military history through their earlier experiences, 
personal values or perceptive abilities, which were shaped as a  conse-
quence of belonging to a particular community. These factors, alongside 
others, may result in the fact that some pieces of information are easily 
absorbed by the visitors while the others are blocked.

Militarism, Peace and Ambivalence

As I have already mentioned, both the organizers and participants of 
the military gathering in Borne Sulinowo emphasize that the entire event 
constitutes a peaceful “history lesson”, which has nothing to do with pro-
moting militarism. In their opinion, it is supposed to be fun and promote 
knowledge in the field of military history and understanding between 
generations, all of which is conducted in a “light-hearted” manner. Some 
of my interlocutors suggest that this approach is symbolized by a photo-
graph taken during one of the gatherings, which later appeared on the 
Internet. The picture portrayed three “soldiers” wearing Polish, German 
and Russian uniforms, sitting under a tree, laughing and drinking beer. 
Commenting on this photo one of the gathering organizers stated “It’s 
quite a distorted story, but these kids and teenagers take it lightheartedly” 
(fragment of an interview with the gathering organizer, Borne Sulinowo, 
May 2016). He also explained: 

Many of these people who come here with military vehicles, have 
amazing knowledge and have never been in the army … I think it’s 
worth [showing] that this is a piece of history. If somebody has a dif-
ferent opinion, because of the German and Soviet uniforms, well, 
that was history, we have lived through it and we’re not saying it 
was good or bad, we just want to show that something like this took 
place. (Fragment of an interview with the gathering organizer, 
Borne Sulinowo, May 2016.)

Indeed, the event proceeds in a peaceful and friendly atmosphere. Po-
tential incidents, such as riots of neo-fascist groups, occur rarely and are 
followed by an immediate response by the organizers. Notably, many in-
habitants of the town who survived World War II are against the gather-
ing. Furthermore, those who actually served in the army and have per-
sonal experience related to war and the army very rarely put on military 
uniforms and get actively involved in the practices developed during the 
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gathering. This distanced approach is sometimes justified by statements 
that the entire event is “just fun” and has nothing to do with the “real” war 
and military service. However, this is not the only justification. Among 
the inhabitants of Borne Sulinowo, particularly the residents of the local 
nursing home – people from the war generation – outrage is provoked, 
for instance, by the fact that the gathering participants parade around 
wearing the uniforms of the SS and the Red Army outside the area of the 
former military training ground:

Well, I will tell you honestly that I am horrified when I see people 
wearing German uniforms, especially those of the SS, walking around 
the town, especially Borne, because we have the nursing home, we 
have many people who remember those times and I’m sure it’s not 
amusing for them. … Actually, I had the opportunity to read a do-
cument which was formulated by residents of the local nursing home 
in which they said that they were a bit horrified by the fact that the 
participants are showing off with these uniforms and behaving as if, 
well, they are trying to somehow get a feel of the atmosphere of war. 
(Fragment of an interview with the gathering organizer, Borne 
Sulinowo, May 2016.)

In an interview for the local media one of the participants of the gather-
ing stated:

There are many Germans among them who are not allowed to wear 
Nazi emblems publicly in their own country, while they can put them 
on in Poland, a country which experienced so much suffering because 
of them (cited in Wełnic 2018).

Ultimately, the gathering organizers changed the rules regulating the 
event in 2018. A  principle was introduced specifying that uniforms of 
“hostile” formations can only be worn on the territory of the gathering 
and during reenactment performances. When leaving the gathering space 
it is necessary to change the uniform or cover the “controversial” emblems 
(Wełnic 2018).

This example illustrates that military objects used during the gathering 
are not only historical or museum objects but also carriers of memory, 
which activate memories on an individual and group level, with different 
communities of memory able to ascribe different, sometimes contradic-
tory meanings to those objects. “Objects can be touchstones for the reso-
nances of memory, past history, present circumstances, and future aspira-
tions” (Kreamer 1992: 370–371). The individual and group knowledge of 
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a  portion of protesting residents in Borne Sulinowo is in conflict with 
some behaviors of the gathering’s participants. For living witnesses of the 
past events rhetorical invocations of peace and also some of the tourist 
activities sit uneasily with the long history of military aggression. They 
can also overlook the suffering of victims.

Even though the idea of a military gathering is based on efforts intend-
ed to blur clear distinction between the ally and the enemy, the winner 
and the defeated, the event is also accompanied by other, less discernible 
tensions on an individual level. For instance, one of the gathering partici-
pants dressed as Taliban stated that he initially considered putting on the 
Red Army uniform. He explained that during World War II members of 
his family were killed both by German and Soviet soldiers, which is why, 
ultimately, he was unable to put on any of the uniforms. His conclusion 
was: “All in all, I am Polish!” (fragment of an interview with a gathering 
participant, Borne Sulinowo, August 2018).

Ultimately, in the context of remembrance activities developed during 
the gathering, what matters is not only memory being passed on within 
family circles and reproducing national narratives, but also values, mean-
ings and experience, which the military objects represent in a particular 
time and place. Tourism practices developed during the gathering by 
means of producing particular relations with military objects strongly ex-
ploit the idea of technical advancement. This leads to a peculiar ambiva-
lence as even though the direct reason for producing military objects was 
for use in armed conflicts (real and potential) and their basic function is 
connected with processes of destruction these facts have been completely 
omitted. Providing various technical details of military objects and pre-
senting them in the context of particular stages of military technology 
production development disguises the fact that this very weaponry was 
used to kill people or destroy cities (cf. Czarnecka 2019; Raths 2013). As 
a result, this may lead to a certain idealization of military techniques and, 
at the same time, presenting military technology solely from the perspec-
tive of technological advancement may remove the questions of moral 
responsibility.

Conclusion

Among numerous tourist attractions systematically developed on the 
territory of the former military base after 1993, the summer International 
Gathering of Military Vehicles “Caterpillars and Horseshoes” within a pe-
riod of several years, has gained the status of the largest and most recog-
nized military event, both at the local and the national level.
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By focusing on a specific event I attempted to demonstrate how tour-
ism provides remembrance activities not ascribed to strictly specified 
dates, thus providing tourists more freedom in commemorating the past 
and developing techniques that appeal to representatives of contempo-
rary generations, who are deprived of personal experience and direct rela-
tionships with the past. Simultaneously, I tried to address the question of 
the impact of materiality of the site on tourism practices developed within 
the military gathering in Borne Sulinowo.

In many cases the specificity of post-military areas constitutes a “block-
ade” for the development of the tourism industry, which should not be 
surprising due to the fact that, even though the use of post-military spaces 
for tourism has been acknowledged, military bases were not designed to 
satisfy future tourists and their needs. Nonetheless, the military gathering 
in Borne Sulinowo probably would not have developed (at least, to that 
scale and that successfully) had it not been for the materiality of the site. 
The characteristics of the site (the way it was built, affected, developed) 
inspired civilian settlers to develop new practices, contributing to the pro-
cess of transformation of the former military base into a popular and, at 
the same time, stand-alone tourism product.

In the case of Borne Sulinowo, the military gathering does not only serve 
the purpose of boosting the local economy, even though this element mat-
ters. Tourist practices developed within the gathering enable the preserva-
tion of whatever remained of past users of the former military base, thus 
continuing the memory of the place and, no less importantly, constituting 
a form of producing and articulating social memory of the military past in 
a  lighthearted manner. Tourism as a  remembrance activity contributes to 
“producing” new events – new memorials in a broader sense, which are exem-
plified by the military gathering in Borne Sulinowo. The new memorials are 
more a result of alternative experiences of the past and different practices 
related to it than is the case with traditional memorials. This type of practice 
does not involve “true” reconstructions of images of the past and recreating 
fallen “heroes”, it is not about commemorating specific dates and events, but 
a form of “communion” with the past through objects and sensory experi-
ence of the site, all of which is then filtered through popular culture.

Similar practices may contribute to rehabilitating post-military spaces, 
helping them evolve from spaces of conflict into spaces of “dialogue”. 
Nevertheless, remembrance activities provided by tourism at the same 
time make the ambivalence of post-military spaces increasingly margin-
alized. Primary meanings are more and more often becoming forgotten.

October 2019
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Figure 1  The trade stands situated within the territory of the military gathering 
(Source: author, 2015).

Figure 2  The military training ground and ruins of old granaries 
(Source: author, 2015).
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Figure 3  Rides around the tankdrome (Source: author, 2015).

Figure 4  Museums under tents and temporary exhibitions (Source: author, 2015).
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Figure 5  Offering paid rides around the tankdrome (Source: author, 2015).
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