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ANCIENT TREE SAP IS BEING USED TO CREATE ART,
ALTARS AND ADORNMENTS IN CENTRAL EUROPE

#h: TR -UE|BRRME: RRE - DXE. REE - BR

BY ROBIN CHERRY | PHOTOGRAPHY BY PIOTR MALECKI AND ANDREW MOORE
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IN RUSSIA, THINGS ARE RARELY GOING
well when you have a military escort. In my case,
the escort simply reflects the amber trade’s high
value to Yantarny, Kaliningrad Oblast, on the
Baltic Sea — a Russian outpost tucked between
Poland and Lithuania. While the latter two
countries also have thriving amber industries,
Kaliningrad’s amber mines are home to 90 per
cent of the world’s known amber reserves. (The
second-largest source of amber is the Dominican
Republic; it’s also found in Lebanon, Burma and
Mexico.) But despite the impressive view from the
hillside, the mines do look like a giant sandbox
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for huge mechanical cranes.

Although amber is often thought to be a
gemstone, it’s in fact the petrified resin of pine
trees that grew between 20 and 90 million years
ago. Most of it is brownish orange in appearance
but it can also be black, red, yellow, green,
white, transparent and, very rarely, blue. It can
sometimes be found washed up on beaches after
a storm. However, today it's more commonly
dug out of open pits along the central European
shores of the Baltic. And though amber has
been around for millions of years, this century
it’s entering a new golden age.

FuAREFHE. ) REALEEBESBREA,
EBRERBT NG EREEVHAHUXDE.
RE—MAARBBERE, EXHFLERAT
REATHERMERIEREMNER. RIAKXZRE
EWEeE, BFE. 4. & & 2. EPEHE,

In the Lithuanian seaside resort town
of Palanga, where the worlds largest amber
collection resides in a huge 19th-century
mansion turned museum, a 26-member guild
of amber craftsmen set up stalls on the main
street during the summer months and sell
one-of-a-kind pieces.

In Gdansk, Poland, a new multimedia
amber museum opened last year and work
continues on a massive amber altar at
St. Bridgets, the church that once sheltered
Solidarity workers during days of martial law,
while in studios throughout the city jewellers are
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This page: amber accessories along Ulitsa
Mariacka in Gdansk; the jewellery of
Maria Fijatkowska; Opposite page: the 20-

to QO-million-year-old raw material
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crafting stunning contemporary pieces.

The best place to see the future of amber
is along Gdansks lovely cobblestone Ulitsa
Mariacka (St Mary’s Street). Housed within
16th-century merchants’ quarters, the studios of
large manufacturers stand next to tiny workshops
where you can hear the hammering of silver and
see individual jewellers creating their work.

Silver & Amber, run by designer Adam
Pstrsgowski, is the best of the major studios

8 LEXUS MAGAZINE
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(Gdansk (Poland) and Palanga (Lithuania) are both
roughly one hour's flight from Copenhagen. Unless
you're flying from Moscow, the easiest way to get to
the Russian territory of Kaliningrad is to take the six-
hour bus ride from Gdansk. (A Russian visa is
required.) The seaside resort town of Palanga with its
tree-lined streets is lovely off season, but becomes
quite raucous during the summer. While in Palanga,
take a bus or ferry to see the pine-covered Curonian
Spit, a thin slice of land with impressive sand dunes
(it's a UNESCO World Heritage Site). In Gdansk,
the Silver & Amber gallery is at 36 St Mary's St.
Maria Fijatkowska's studio is steps away at 46 St
Mary's St. The new Museum of Amber is on Targ
Weglowy

The beautiful Palanga Amber Museum, a branch
of the Lithuania Art Museum, is in the Palanga

EEXMER. BN, H20E8RMFEAAMN
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P o Y

ERZMEBERTR (Gdansk) , —RZIHATEIA
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TBEATST AN EESHE (St Bridget's) B,

(winning top awards at Gdansks amber fair
year after year). Thanks to a crew of 10 young
designers, Silver & Amber produces strikingly
unusual jewellery - from amber interspersed
with Swarovski crystals to wonderfully faceted
amber set in silver.

A few doors down, there’s a small shop
run by Maria Fijatkowska. Fijatkowska comes
from a creative family and it was always her
dream to design jewellery. She started working

Palanga Botanical Gardens) , —MMOMZ28) K T HIE
HERARE.

Y AT HT 45 E PR AR 1T 4L (Exeter International) A] &
HESHEARKEL, 8FESNWKRHRE, B
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B8 J5 MY fCasa Colonial Beach & Spa. EIR{LHITE
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2EERRHRELTN, SFERNERET, FILE
=%, RKAGE, BHBSEKEHRE. HHR
XH. RENRE, TSPRENRABEERS
EHRERT .

Botanical Gardens, a lovely 19th-century park on the
Baltic coast Exeter International offers tours in Russia
that include the Amber Room as well as the
opportunity to meet the master craftsmen in their
studio. If South American amber is more your style,
Casa Colonial Beach & Spa, a boutique hotel on the
Dominican Republic's Amber Coast, has created a
unique amber spa treatment. Crushed amber and
ocean salts are used to exfoliate the body and
improve circulation. The spa director claims that
amber is a powerful antioxidant and antibacterial
agent with healing powers that have been found to
slow the ageing process, and that amber absorbs
negative energy, helping the body heal itself. All |
know is that after my massage, surrounded by the

soothing pine aroma, | was incredibly relaxed

BEAEEBE-—NEXMNERARIE. SAHEN
MMARERRER=ZNARNNHERIEE
B4,

BB RAE—FMEIEMA (Ulitsa Mariacka)
HIIRR /N MEXKAIEM/NEE—E, RKAT
BIRMARERNT A ZE. XEBZZ16ELHMEW

with amber in 1993 and introduced her
first collection in 1997.

Fijalkowska shows me a white gold brooch that
holds a large piece of white amber streaked with
rare blue amber. The roughness of the amber
is offset by a row of glossy black diamonds. It
took two weeks to make. Fijatkowska’s pieces
are all one-of-a-kind. ‘Each design, she says, ‘is
determined by the individual stone’

Sculptor Lucjan Myrta, also based in Gdansk,
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is known for using a wide range of ancient
techniques including bas-relief, engraving, inlay
and sculpture. He too lets the stone determine
its destiny. Myrta’s extraordinary representation
of Rodin’s Fernale Nude, carved out of a single
2.5kg piece of amber, is on view at the new
amber museum, together with 700 other pieces
from his collection. The museum, housed in a
medieval tower, was opened by Gdansk’s mayor

using a (symbolic) amber key in June 2006. Other

exhibits on display include a representation of

an Eocene forest designed to showcase amber
in nature and two rare lizards preserved in
amber. The top floor also has a spectacular
view of the city.

Meanwhile, in Russia, the recently reconstructed
Amber Room has opened in the royal family’s

summer palace in Tsarskoye Selo near St Petersburg.

BEHEMREEREE - 33 (Lucan Myrta) B
TAPARIIE R MRS RE, BIERERE. R, iR
FIREEE, AHMREER. MERRERRNER
MEFRREMTZIT. DESERHNRKRIERR—
252 R IHMZIF ST (Rodin) B (RE) X
—RFIERBHE BRI EMIERE, BRE
YIERHATENEE700Z 4H{ER. FEMER

— AR E 2006568, KBHIETHK
A—BERIABRITA THMIEN KT, SEEYIEE
AT ARF I BRFE NI HRIT S R
#HE, EMBENRERARTRMAS KRS THIZEHA

W RRIEEIRIAPRINIES . M E Y18 AR AT (R
EMEEHREATERSE

5itER, ERSHIESEMIPER (Tarskoye
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ttt (Friedrich Wilhelm | of Prussia) BRZA1HS K HHIALYD,
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The disappearance of the original Amber Room
— presented to Peter the Great by King Friedrich

Wilhelm I of Prussia in 1716 — remains one of

the world’s great unsolved mysteries. When Hitler
invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, his troops
dismantled the room, packed it in crates, and
shipped it to Kénigsburg, Germany. After the war,
the German official in charge of the shipment said
the crates were in a castle that had been destroyed
in an air raid; but in 1997 a German lawyer was
caught trying to sell a piece of the room. Over
the years, a number of pieces have inexplicably
‘turned up.
In 1979,

reconstructing

Russian craftsmen started
the Amber based
largely on black and white photographs of the

Room,

original. The project was completed and opened

to the public just in time to celebrate the 300th
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Hr & (Wieslaw Gierlowski) LI :  “"BRIHFFZWE
BEERNELW. 7

anniversary of St. Petersburg in 2003.

Today, one can visit the workshops and meet
the craftsmen who spent more than 25 years
recreating the room that was once called ‘the
Eighth Wonder of the World. They're pleased to
show off their artistry. When I visited, they were
finishing an amber-topped black lacquer box that
was a diplomatic gift for China and a reproduction
of one of the Amber Room’s panels for a client in
the Middle East.

Who would have guessed that such magnificent,
and valuable, works of art could be created
from humble tree sap millions of years after it
first graced the earth? Renowned Baltic amber
authority Wieslaw Gierlowski puts it best: Amber
has got its secrets. Sometimes it allows us to
discover them? |
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FROM ALL THE GIGGLING, YOU’D THINK
the seven women in the car don't have a care in
the world. When we hit a stretch riddled with
potholes, Petra laughingly says, ‘Ugandan disco
~ shake your body!" As the ride gets bumpier, she
says ‘Sudan, a reference to the fact that the roads
(and everything else) are even worse in Uganda’s
northern neighbour.

In reality, Petra and the other women have
all been displaced from their villages by the
insurgency wrought by the Lord’s Resistance
Army (LRA), and
traumatised this remote, beautiful region of
northern Uganda for the past 20 years. Some
have lost husbands; others, brothers. Most have

which has terrorised

10 LEXUS MAGAZINE
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had their household possessions confiscated '

and seen rebels abscond with their farm animals.
Their joyous spirit and ready smiles aren’t just
inspiring, theyre astounding.

The women are all involved in The Shea
Project, which provides income to a cooperative
of female farmers who harvest and process
Africa’s precious Nilotica shea nut - found only
in northern Uganda and South Sudan - and
also preserves the savannah
discouraging people from
shea tree for ch
by American :
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BT CIARMAE" o % EHTEESAAR
BEMTHEABE TR0, BRERT ST
" (NUSPA) HORET. X
HEEERMNAEEA
. BAMR200084. E5TFi5, BARESS
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“service work in northern Uganda. His search
for projects took him to the town of Lira, where

he was leaning against a shea tree when Anna
Achen, who worked for the district, asked him
if he knew about ‘this magical tree. He didn't,
so she told him of its many important properties.
Masters saw that shea nuts were an underused
resource that could provide valuable income to
the region. To get the qualifications hed need
to support the initiative, Masters went back to
college and earned a degree in International
Agricultural Development from the University
of California at Davis. He then returned to Lira,
where with Achen’s help he founded The Shea
Project in 1990. The initiative has improved
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Opposite page: the shea tree of northern

Uganda; this page: mixing the ground nuts into
a paste; Fair Trade shea butter

Lith A STFLARRIMRIEFTT RN T REEED
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TR F LRI IERA: BERTHRITEILRE,
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Bar, M tFRRHAL"  (the World Agroforestry
Centre) BB, DE4SHIERNTFERIFLEE)
—AMNEPIAARBINE . B, MIARTEES
Fix L EBROTR B SEiE. M EBNRH BEHREILEE,
AL RIAARKINR. BREMNHVEHZME B
’%“éé’é‘ﬁ‘]ié*%?ﬁ : BE“ZEE (Petra Apv\\) L}L&ﬁ%i?
BIZRE - FIMEEL (Anna Awio)o

technologies for shea nut processing and led to
the creation of the Northern Uganda Shea
Processors Association (NUSPA), a cooperative
of more than 2,000 members administered by
the (mostly female) farmers themselves. With
men in Uganda occupying traditional agricultural
jobs, the women take up other roles, including
gathering wild fruits and nuts.

Shea butter has been prized for its moisturising
and healing properties since the days of Nefertiti;
records reference caravans with clay jars of shea
butter for cosmetic use. Shea butter is so pure
it’s also used for cooking. Pregnant women rub
it on their bellies to prevent stretch marks;
mothers massage their newborns with it and
Nilotica shea butter is arguably the best because
its high concentration of olein makes it richest
in bioactive skin-healing compounds.

Though Masters is currently working as

{MOTICA BOTANICALS

. b b

'm}lot ca™.
| _shea butter
{BGANIC » FATR TRADE

HAONBHEF . BHER N REHI/NE,
B S FIAE AR (Kampala) HJLA/NEFRIER
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E, e —REANTERM. BEH—INEER
MEREBMIFMIEE. KPFBEE, NEETRHE
MET., FRXERERERETXE,

HEMBLANESR, REFEMSTFEBMALE
T (BEEBXTRIHmIL
, XIS FIAIE AR A2 0 FHRE R
SR TFAFHMEN. T, EFNMARETEETEE
fif. BERRF FAHEE, =& R RE XL
FE-

(Cessation of Hostilities

Agreement)

a consultant with the World Agroforestry Centre
to set up similar programmes in West Africa,
he still oversees the project, and offered to take
me around and introduce the farmers.
Accompanying us are Petra Apili, the programme’s
chief administrator, who' in charge of the day-
to-day operations, and Anna Awio, who oversees
production.

We start in Lira, which is a sleepy town a few
bumpy hours north of Ugandas capital, Kampala.
Bicycles outnumber cars here by roughly 70 to
one. The projects headquarters is a light-blue,
one-storey building surrounded by lush gardens
with a massive mango tree by the front gate. An
outbuilding in the rear is filled with shea
processing equipment brought in from the
outlying villages after war made them
uninhabitable.

A few weeks before my visit, the LRA and the
Ugandan government renewed their Cessation
of Hostilities Agreement and, for the first time
in two decades, northern Ugandans can envision
a brighter future. Today, production is still
concentrated in Lira but, as families start to
move home, preparations are underway to return
the equipment to the villages.

When we drive through the gates and long-
time producer Juspanty Ocet sees Masters for
the first time in almost a year, she lets out a cry
of joy that could wake the dead. Over the next
couple of days, I'll hear that gleeful sound a lot,
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especially when we return to the once major
shea production site of Barjobi that had been
off-limits for the past five years.

We start with a tour of the process. After the
trees fruit is gathered, the nuts are removed
from the insidés and laid out in the sun to dry.
Once dried, the nuts are ground twice to yield
a fine powder. The grinder can pulverize an
80kg bag of nuts (which will yield 18kg of shea
butter) in 45 minutes; when the nuts were ground
by hand, a single bag would take days.

After the nuts are ground, the powder is mixed
with a small amount of clean boiling water,
packed into new cloth bags, and laid onto a
press, from which the valuable oil will be
extracted.

On our way to the villages where the shea tree
thrives, we pass by many camps set up
to accommodate displaced persons. Happily,
several are in the process of being dismantled
as families return home. Entering the villages,
we watch women reconnecting with friends they
haven't seen in years. With Petra and Anna as
my interpreters, I talk to about 30 producers.
They all tell me how The Shea Project has helped
them to pay for their children’s school fees and
medical care, and to buy food, household goods
and work animals. In Barjobi, everyone laughs
when Hermolina Ocen says she used the income
to acquire a son-in-law (she bought a cow for
her daughter’s dowry).
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This page: Margaret Olea loves to laugh;
opposite page: top to bottom: pressing the
paste to extract the butter; collecting the final
product




