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Text: Franzi Gaibler (University of Helsinki)

or me, the answer is June, 2025, when I
F was visiting Gdansk and stepped foot into

an establishment, called bar mleczny (eng.
milk bar). After finishing a plate of Gotgbki that
had this unmistakable taste of something home-
cooked, the kind of taste that reminds you of a
meal you had at your grandparents house when
you were younger, I looked around seeing tourists
and locals chatting while having their lunch.

I began to wonder what the story behind this
place was. How did these seemingly
unspectacular eateries, born in the 19th century
and shaped by communism, survive, and even
experience a revival in contemporary Poland?

The history of milk bars, as it turns out, is a
history of transition. A transition from
communist infrastructure to market economy,
from necessity to nostalgia, and from being
closely intertwined with Polish social life to
becoming a subject of urban gentrification.

The roots of milk bars go back to the late 19th
century, where in 1896 - a Warsaw dairy farmer
named Stanislaw Dluzewski - opened the first
one with the idea of offering cheap and
nourishing, mostly dairy-based meals to workers.
Starting from there, milk bars gradually became
part of Poland’s culinary landscape in the early
twentieth century, truly beginning to flourish
under socialist rule after the Second World War.

In the Polish People’s Republic, commonly
known as PRL, they formed a nationwide cluster
of state-subsidized cafeterias, offering traditional
Polish meals, such as Pierogi, Kotlet schabowy or
Barszcz at reasonable prices, with functional
interiors where a wide range of customers could
be efficiently served.

At their peak, between the 1960s and 1980s,
there were up to 40.000 milk bars across
Poland, many of them concentrated in large
cities, with their simplicity, cheap pricing and
central location, becoming places where
different parts of society crossed paths.
Workers, students, and professors stood in the
same line, ordered food from the same menu
and sometimes ended up sharing a table,
thereby becoming, even if only briefly united,
by the search for a cheap lunch.

With the end of socialist rule in 1989, Poland
began to embrace market economy and
globalisation, and the country’s food culture
changed along with it. New restaurants
appeared, offering cuisines that had previously
been rare or less accessible. Western fast-food
chains, pizzerias and modern style cafes
quickly became symbols of a newly global and
consumer-driven  Poland. Against this
backdrop, milk bars began to look like relics of
another era, like reminders of a system people
fought to leave behind.

=16 -



or decades, they had relied on public
F subsidies that allowed them to keep prices

extremely low, and when those subsidies
were reduced or removed, many could no longer
sustain themselves. Throughout the 1990s, large
numbers of milk bars closed, which was
especially visible in city centers, where rising
rents and new types of restaurants reshaped the
urban food landscape and for some time it
seemed possible that milk bars might disappear
altogether.

However, about 100 of them managed to survive.
Some continued to receive limited government
support for vegetarian dishes, which helped keep
prices low. As a result, they remained important
to many people, especially students, pensioners,
and workers who valued their affordability. Over
time, milk bars also began to take on an
additional meaning beyond their practical role.
At least to an outsider it seems that they came to
be seen as part of the country’s everyday cultural
landscape with menus largely unchanged and an
atmosphere that stayed familiar: trays sliding
along the counter, handwritten menus, and
functional interior that had changed little over
the decades. Besides the local clientele in a milk
bar, with pensioners still coming for inexpensive
lunches and students dropping in between
classes, the lines are also filled with tourists, who
are, partly driven my a sense of anemoia for the
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