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Dear Readers 

I invite you to read this publication. It is for 
the first time that we make an attempt to 
bring forward memories of professional 
solidarity and friendly camaraderie of Indian 
and Polish mining experts who worked 
together on many coal mining projects in 
Bihar in the 60. and 70. of XX century. 

It is interesting to note, how in the process of implementing formal 
long term business contacts for developing modern collieries in India, 
specific qualities of miners’ work ethos, like solidarity, mutual loyalty 
in the face of natural hazards and awareness of permanent dangers in 
their job, have developed into a camaraderie and personal closeness 
of Indian and Polish mine experts. 

This book presents not only texts but also many photographs from 
private collections never published earlier.  

It also brings interviews with people who remember those times as 
well as interviews with family members of these experts.  

The idea of this book is not to let the memories of that special time 
fade away. 

We want the Indo Polish relations to have good future.  
So, we must remember those times when not only our states were 
close partners but people to people relations were characterized by 
emotions of camaraderie. 

And the mining experts of Poland and India working in Bihar in the 60. 
and 70. of XX century are the best example of this phenomenon. 

I hope you will like this publication. 

Marek Moroń 

2025 
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Shantanu    Chakrabarti                                                                                                      

Professor, Dept of History                                                                                                   

University of Calcutta,                                                                                                       

Alipore Campus                                                                                                      

1, Reformatory Street,                                                                                                       

Kolkata- 700027                                                                                                        

 11th July 2025 
 

To Whom It May Concern 

 

It is my great pleasure to introduce the volume 
titled ‘Two decades of Indo-Polish 
Professional Camaraderie of Coal Miners 
working in Bihar 1960-1980’ edited by Prof 
Marek Moron and two other Polish scholars. 
While Poland’s connectivity with India, in 
terms of economic partnerships and 
technology transfer, particularly in the field of 

coal mining and energy extraction process, is known, there exist 
several socio-cultural gaps concerning the life story and experiences 
of Polish scientists and engineers coming to India and their settled life. 
Fulfilling this would add an important missing page in the evolving 
social and industrial history of post independent India. The concerned 
volume planned by Marek Moron and his team, in this connection, 
would make an important contribution in this regard. I congratulate 
Prof Moron, a good old friend of mine, and his team members in 
advance and eagerly look forward to the publication of this volume. 

Shantanu Chakrabarti 

(Shantanu Chakrabarti) 
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I am glad to have the opportunity to be a part 
of efforts for preparing this valuable 
publication. There are two main reasons why 
I feel emotionally close to the subject of this 
book. The first one is that for many years I 
took active part in developing commercial 
relations between India and Poland in the 
field of coal mining. 

Even though it was in the 80. and 90. of XX 
century, that means in a later period than the 
one described in this book, but I had many 
opportunities to listen in India to many good 

and interesting stories and memories of relations between Indian and 
Polish miners working in Bihar in the 60. and 70. 

It was my honor and indeed luck to have many discussions with Mr. 
Ryszard Biesek, both during our visits to India in the 80. as well as in 
Poland. It was not only his vast knowledge about coal mining and India 
but there was something else also. 

His years in India were not just duties performed as per contracts. His 
contribution towards creating professional emotions of friendship 
between Indian and Polish mining experts is as valuable as his 
professional knowledge which I think was so very helpful in 
constructing beginnings of modern coal mining facilities in India. The 
case of his serving in the saving actions of Sudamdih colliery may be 
one of the examples. 

The title of this book is a very good reflection of relations and emotions 
of that Indo Polish miners’ fraternity. 

There is another reason why I am glad to contribute to this publication. 

Relations between nations and states are built upon memories of how 
they evolved in history. If this will be forgotten then there will be 
nothing to build upon except short term profits. 

This book brings recollections, texts, words of witnesses of those 
times and sometimes of children of witnesses who still remember. It 
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brings so many photographs from 60. and 70. of XX century, when for 
many years this process of camaraderie was a living phenomenon. 

All these cannot be forgotten. In present days my industrial company 
works with Polish mines. It will be a good thing that the present 
generation working in the coal mining industry of India and Poland 
would have knowledge about our common past of warm professional 
relations. 

Thank you for this opportunity of being part of this project. 

Janusz Urbaniec 

(proprietor of SUBOPOL industrial company -Poland) 
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of XX century should be found in my discussions with Mr. Ryszard 
Biesek (1934 -2016) in 2013. 

He was the executive director in charge of introducing and developing 
design mining projects within bilateral state agreements between 
India and Poland. That work was done within commercial contracts 
between respective companies of both countries. 

What drew my attention in the stories of Mr. Biesek was that in time of 
working together of experts and miners of both countries a specific 
camaraderie developed between them. Something between 
friendship or mutual sympathy and professional solidarity in the face 
of hazards of nature. 

During my service in the Consulate of Poland in Kolkata (1988-1992) I 
had many opportunities to see the traces of that special relationship 
which by that time was diminishing, as were the contracts in coal 
mining between India and Poland. 

Whenever there is a talk about people-to-people relations between 
India and Poland, the subject of Polish refugees in the years 1942 – 
1947(8) is mentioned. And quite correctly so. This is indeed a good 
example of friendship when Polish war refugees were accommodated 
and safely lived on Indian soil in the number of about 6000 in two 
settlements. This is true. 

Still, one has to remember that the structure of that situation of Poles 
being relocated from Iran to India was established by external actor 
that is Great Britain. Naturally one has to emphasize great volume of 
good will and help from the princely States of Jamnagar and Kolhapur. 

But in case of coal miners of India and Poland entering into social 
relations which took the shape of camaraderie and solidarity, the 
framework for that situation to develop was constructed jointly by 
authorities of India and Poland. 
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about 2 hours of recording of him narrating the history and character 
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daughter of Mr. Ryszard Biesek), who provided me with documentary 
photographs and arranged interviews with two of the living executive 
experts who worked in her father’s team in India in the period of 60. 
and 70. of the XX century.  

These interviews as well as the interview with Ms. Ewa Biesek- 
Leśniewska are part of this publication. Ms. Ewa Biesek- Lesniewska 
has been of great assistance also in setting the whole material into one 
unit. Her enthusiasm and professionalism must be strongly 
emphasized.  
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Professional friendship and 

emotions that could have lasted 

longer. 

I. 

The purpose of this work is to present documentary evidence and 
inside view into the unique period of Indo- Polish relations of 
cooperation and joint work of teams of Indian and Polish coal miners, 
designers, machinery experts, managers, safety experts and 
administration officers. 

I hope to focus on the developed camaraderie among them which 
grew with years of professional joint challenging of technical problems 
and indeed the forces of nature as is the case with coal mining. 

It is not a sentimental story like the bright chapter of Polish refugees 
from Soviet Russia who found safe haven in India in the years 1942-
1948. This naturally is a page of Indo Polish relations to be 
remembered forever. 

The story of Indians and Poles working in newly developing modern 
Indian coal mines in the 60. and 70. of XX century, is about joint 
implementation of projects when teams from both countries worked 
with dedication and strong sense of common target of modernization 
of freshly nationalized coal mining in India by means of employing 
Polish technologies and machinery to the satisfaction of Indian 
colleagues. 

I am not aiming at conclusions of emphasizing the role and value of 
efforts of Polish miners. This is for the Indian partners to evaluate. 

I am however convinced that it is worth bringing out of oblivion the 
spirit of joint professional efforts in the atmosphere of camaraderie of 
Indian and Polish mining experts together. 

It will be useful to support this statement with examples of projects 
sometimes with extremely difficult challenges like Sudamdih, 
Moonidih, Satgram and others. 
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The documents and publications which are part of this text constitute 
a valid element of bringing to life, memory of these people, Indians and 
Poles; how in extreme conditions of deep mining environment they 
have established relations far deeper than required by the letter of 
contracts which were the basis of their presence in India. 

It is justified to pose a question why do we seek some special 
characteristics and emotional depth in the implementation of 
business service contracts of Polish mining companies in India? 

There is a significant and unique characteristic about the case which 
is the subject of this text. 

Mining and underground mining especially contains a strong element 
of permanent challenges and hazards of nature. Miners more than 
most if not all other professionals are exposed in their work to 
unpredictable activities of forces of environment. So, whether they are 
Indian or Polish, they know about it.  

They know that in their work there is little space for individual 
spectacular actions. It is solidarity and camaraderie which is miners' 
way of countering and containing the hazards of their daily work. 

When we will review situations in that Indo-Polish cooperation in 
underground coal mining, we will see that this camaraderie and 
spontaneous solidarity even though never spoken, nor much talked 
about, was the specific, unique feature which viewed from a time 
distance may be called miners friendship. 

I think I am the right person to attempt a description of the subject in 
question. In the period of 1988 till 1992 I was working with the 
Consulate of Poland in Kolkata (3b Albert Road). My responsibilities 
included all aspects of commercial relations between Poland and 
India in the coal mining industry. 

 The timing of my service pertains to the last years of this Indo - Polish 
“romance” in coal mining. 

Still, not only the memories of such projects like establishing the 
Design Office for coal mining (first in Dhanbad, later moved to Ranchi), 
Sudamdih colliery, Moonidih colliery, MAMC machinery etc. were very 
fresh but also it was the period of implementing such projects like 
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Satgram shafts, Pootkee-Balihari services, Madhuband-Phularithand 
master design, Moonidih project and various contracts with MAMC. 

My duties required frequent visits to BCCL (Bharat Coking Coal 
Limited) in Dhanbad, Sanctoria (Eastern Coalfields Limited 
headquarters), Ranchi (CMPDIL) and the very mine sites of Pootkee-
Balihari and Satgram. The period of my life in Kolkata did not come in 
the years of most intensive cooperation in coal mining. However, with 
efforts to preserve as much documents as possible and preparing 
materials very valuable to fulfill the task of this writing, such as 
recording of stories and narrations of the experts who were engaged in 
the Indo Polish work since the beginning of 60, of XX century, we may 
get the view of the tapestry of these relations. 

If one tries to look for information in available sources about those 
years of cooperation between Indian and Polish miners on projects 
carried out in Bihar, one is likely to be much disappointed. 

Some general statements about the cooperation in coal mining are 
always included in the rituals of enthusiastic rhetorics, that 
“possibilities (of Indo Polish cooperation) are tremendous”. These 
words that sound nice but do not mean anything are accompanied 
always by recalling two decades of working together in coal mining. 
Polish institutions which were the contractual partners in the 
cooperation mostly do not exist and their history appears to be non-
existent, as if they never did anything. 

It is only on the website of CMPDI (https://www.cmpdi.co.in/en) where 
we can read that “In 1972 CMPDI was originally conceived and 

proposed by a joint study group with Polish experts(..)1 

It is possible that in some archives of now non- existent institutions in 
Poland there are documents which somehow could be found. But 
knowledge which I will try to include in my text is not at all available 
and with the tempo of life would hardly be considered as useful. 

 

1
 https://www.cmpdi.co.in/en 13.10.2024 
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Yet, useful it is.  

Thus, with documents, photographs, recorded narrations and my own 
experiences I am trying to relate the forgotten story of Indian and 
Polish coal miners, their camaraderie, joint physical struggle with 
hazards of nature, sharing dangers and successes in distant 60, 70, of 
XX century. All this forgotten now. 

II. 

Poland regained its independence in 1918 after 123 years of non-
existence as a state, divided among its neighbors Russia, Prussia 
(Germany) and Austria. 

During the interwar period as well as during the II WW itself Poland and 
its government (from 1939 till 1945 government in exile; first in Paris, 

then in London)2 relations with India were considered as part of 

relations with Great Britain. I am dealing with this issue in my book 

“Visit of Subhas Chandra Bose to Poland in July 1933”3. Even in 1944 

and 1945 the Polish Government in Exile (in London) did not consider 
even the scenario of India becoming an independent state in 
foreseeable future. That Anglocentric policy of the Government in 
Exile did not change even when Great Britain has openly abandoned 
all relations with this institution and opted completely for cooperation 
with the newly established Soviet sponsored Polish government. 

The first years after the WWII were dedicated in Poland to domestic 
issues and attempts to raise from ruins its economy. In foreign policy 
however, whenever new ideologically friendly countries appeared, 
Poland (already a Soviet satellite state) was quick to recognize them 

 

2 In many sources in Poland the time of existence of the Government 

in Exile is stated as 1939 till 1990. Without debating the subject it may 
be said that this Polish Government in Exile ceased to be recognized 
by other states in about mid. 1945. 

3 “Visit of Subhas Chandra Bose to Poland in July 1933” Marek Moroń 

IFPS Occasional Paper series No 5 University of Calcutta, Kalvana 
Shukla KV Publishers 2015 India 
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and established relations. This was the case of People's Republic of 
China founded in 1949 and almost immediately Ambassadors were 
exchanged. 

As time passed it appeared that India and Poland both have good 
relations with Soviet Union (although India never was any kind of 
satellite state of Moscow). India was already at that time trying to 
pursue the politics of wise balance between the growing enmity of 
cold war adversaries. 

Thus, India’s good relations with Moscow made her a welcome partner 
for Soviet satellite states including Poland. 

 Poland was slowly coming out of the tragedies of WWII and with Stalin 
dead in March 1953 things began to change. 

Poland after regaining her independence in 1918 and also after 1945 
soon (in less than a decade) started making efforts to reach out and 
establish contacts (business especially) with Asian states. As said 
earlier India was considered by Poland between 1918 and 1944 as an 
entity with which any relations have to be consulted and agreed with 
London. 

Soon after 1953 the process of preparing formal structures of relations 
between India and Poland began. In 1954 both countries exchanged 
Ambassadors. In June 1955 Jawaharlal Nehru the Prime Minister of 

India visited Poland (with his daughter Indira)4. 

Prime Minister J. Nehru was greeted at Warsaw airport by the top 
representatives of institutions of power in Poland. The first secretary 
of the PZPR (the Communist party), Prime Minister, Chairman of the 
Council of the State and even the Minister of Defense. One may say 
that the welcome was far beyond the demands of protocol. Poland 

 

4
 Jakub Zajączkowski Unia Europejska w Polityce zagranicznej Indii na 

początku XXI w. – Studia Europejskie 2008 nr. 4 (48) Warszawa 
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was willing and longing to reach out to the world as much as it was 
possible within the Soviet grip. And India was a very promising choice. 

In return the Polish Prime Minister Joseph Cyrankiewicz visited India in 

1957.5 These were not just courtesy visits. India had plans for 

nationalization of some of key heavy industry branches. One of them 
was coal mining. Poland already at the end of 50, of XX century was 
known for its advanced technologies and concepts of coal mine 
designing, shaft sinking and equipping the mines with efficient 
machinery. 

The process of nationalization of coal mining industry was being 
prepared for some years from mid-60. XX century onwards to reach its 
culmination at the beginning of 70 of XX century (with Coal Mines 
Nationalization Act 1973 as concluding act). Majority of coal mining 
became nationalized. 

While this text emphasizes the cooperation with Poland in the coal 
mining sector from the 60.XX century it was not the only country that 
India worked with in that field. 

Maybe the relation between miners from other countries and Indian 
miners are also worth a separate paper. This paper is an attempt to be 
a tribute to Indo Polish miners' camaraderie in their joint dealing with 
hazards of natural environment. Another words, cooperation and 
professional friendship which was not stipulated in the articles of 
contracts but was the demand of circumstances and time. 

There was a natural tradition of working with the British companies 
both in the Bihar-West Bengal region as well as in the Singareni 
coalfields of Andhra Pradesh (Talengana). Later other countries 
joined. 

Emphasis on Poland is presented as it was for the first time ever that 
governments of both states have agreed to cooperate in the field of 
significant importance to Indian economy. The contracts covered 
professional services of designers, shaft sinking experts, safety 

 

5 Ibidem 18.10.2024 
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specialists and miners. This opened large scope for groups of Polish 
professional personnel to come to India and stay for longer period 
from few months to few years. Such interaction was again new to the 
Poles, as well to Indians who were to host experts from country which 
was hardly known in India. 

Contracts were signed by respective Indian and Polish companies but 
the whole arrangement of bilateral trade was based on 
intergovernmental agreements. 

These were: 

1. Agreement between Government of India and Government of 
Poland on Economic 

Cooperation Signed 07.05.1960 

2.  Agreement between Government of India and Government of 
Poland on Economic Cooperation Signed 16.11.1962 

3. Agreement between Government of India and Government of 
Poland on Economic Cooperation Signed 25.01.1965 

Later there were consecutive agreements but these were the first 
frames of establishing joint work also in coal mining. 

From the mid 60. of XX century the leading role from the Polish end in 
the Indian coal mining engagements was assigned to GBSiPG (Chief 
Mining Study and Design Office) located in the town of Katowice in 
South Poland. This town was the center of Polish coal mining region – 
Upper Silesia. This institution, GBSiPG, does not exist anymore. It has 
its Wikipedia page only as a building being of interest to the real estate 

agencies 6. That’s all. 

As if almost it did not exist. Same statement may apply to the Coal 
Preparation Design Office “Separator “whose experts were for about 
fifteen years part of Indo Polish cooperation in coal mining industry. 

Thus, as written earlier this text is not presented to recall commercial 
or technical successes of Design Offices or mining companies from 

 

6 https://pl.wikipedia.org>wiki>Gmach_Biuro_Studiow 20.10.2024 
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Poland. Nor is it meant to elaborate on business and financial aspects 
of Indo Polish cooperation in coal mining. 

The decisions of our Governments have created foundation upon 
which not only businesses were made but also fates of peoples’ lives 
were shaped. 

III. 

There were dozens of Polish miners and professional mining experts 
who worked in India (In Bihar and West Bengal collieries) from the end 
of 60, till beginning 90. of XX century. 

Performing contractual services is just a duty of the company which 
has signed the contract. 

Yet, in case of mining especially underground mining, where man is 
confronting nature with its unpredictable hazards there are situations 
which put the cooperating partners to great tests of professional 
camaraderie and solidarity. 

There were no contract clauses to apply and no set procedures to 
confront nature’s hazards. 

IV. 

It is not possible to elaborate on all the cases of Indo Polish 
camaraderie of miners from Bihar and Upper Silesia. We have to 
concentrate on cases which were especially demanding and 
dangerous in their confrontation with the forces of nature. 

Let us look into the example of Sudamdih colliery. 

For information about it, it is possible to refer to the respective website 

of the mine.7 

Coal mining activities at the Sudamdih site date back to first decades 
of XX. century. This mine always had a prime quality of coking coal but 

 

7
 https://en.wikipedia/org/wiki/Sudamdih seen 20.12.2024 
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at the same time it is located in very difficult geological conditions 
thus making it a challenge for the miners to safely extract it. 

The decision to develop the existing mining facilities into a modern 
mine as part of the Jharia Coal Basin was taken by the Indian 
authorities in 1962. It took some more time for Indian authorities to 
select the technical partner to carry on with the initiative. 

Poland was selected as partner for this job. First team of Polish miners 
arrived in Bihar in 1965. Please recall that at that time as mentioned 
earlier the State of Bihar included also the territory of future state of 
Jharkhand. 

It was the beginning of Indo-Polish economic and technical relations 
which soon became also a space of personal, people to people 
relations and which lasted for more than 20 years. 

It was not a novelty for Indians to deal with Europeans but these were 
usually, almost always British experts and businessmen. Polish 
engineers and designers coming from Central Europe were as exotic 
for their Indian partners as India was for them. In the 60. of XX century 
Poland was still a politically closed state slowly coming out of the 
Stalinist night, which till 1956 virtually kept cut off all relations with 
noncommunist states. 

We can understand that for those engineers and miners deputation to 
India was like going to visit another world. Poles did not have 
practically any world exposure. Bearing these in mind it is worth noting 
how the people-to-people relations developed. 

It may be added that Poles did not have any kind of feeling of being any 
kind of “sahibs” or superior. Naturally differences of culture were to 
be mutually learned. 

The targets set for the Sudamdih Colliery and Polish advisers were 
named as constructing two shafts and one incline. The works which 
were initially conducted under the trademark of Polish foreign trade 
company “Centrozap”, were taken over in 1970 by a newly established 
company “Kopex” whose main purpose was to operate in India. 

Both above-mentioned foreign trade companies have ceased to exist 
some time ago. Polish experts have encountered not only very difficult 
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geological conditions of mining but also climatic conditions 
(monsoon) never occurring in Europe. Underground mining in the 
proximity of large river was not common in Poland. In the Sudamdih 
area there was Damodar River which during monsoon could reach 
250m width. Initial decisions on how to jointly proceed with 
cooperation were taken in Ranchi in the NCDC offices (National Coal 
Development Corporation). 

One of the first such decisions was to establish modern Design Office 
for new coal mining projects. Eventually this design office was placed 
in Dhanbad under the name: “Bharat Coking Coal Ltd.-Planning and 
Design Division – Mine Design Office-With Polish Collaboration.” 
(Shanti Bhawan). 

It has to be stated that India was familiar with coal mining since at 
least late decades of XIX century. There were institutions in place 
supporting mining industry but the whole sector did not present itself 
as latest technological branch of industry in the 60. or 70. of XX 
century. The reason for selecting Poland by India for cooperating in 
modernizing of its coal mining industry (soon to be nationalized in 
1970-1972) was that Poland constructed new underground coking 
coal mines in the 60. and 70, of XX century and had a solid institutional 
and academic background supporting these initiatives. These 
institutions were also established in most cases in the 50.and 60 of XX 
century. 

The institutions established with Polish cooperation in Dhanbad have 
grown into significant research and design centers and were later 
moved to Ranchi. Presently this institution is very well known 
worldwide as CMPDiL - Central Mine Planning and Design Institute 

Limited.8 

The story of professional friendship of experts and miners of Bihar and 
Upper Silesia will emphasize the role of one person of the Polish 

 

8 https://www.cmpdi.co.in seen 22.12.2024 
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teams. He is Mr. Ryszard Biesek9, mining engineer, chief designer and 

for many years leader of the Polish team of experts in India. 

I had many discussions with Mr. Biesek both in Poland and in India 
where he also paid short visits at the end of the 80. of XX century, when 
I served in the Consulate of Poland in Kolkata. I also accompanied him 
in his perhaps last visit to Sudamdih colliery in 1990. 

Even though it was almost two decades after the years of Mr. Biesek 
and his team worked with their Indian partners at Sudamdih it was 
interesting for me to find that some Polish mining terms were still in 
use by the colliery staff. Words like “komora” meaning chamber 
“Radzionkow system” or “Jankowice system” which is a very special 
method of coal extraction, were part of the miners vocabulary even at 
the beginning of 90. of XX century. 

Working in coal mining and especially in underground coal mining is 
likely to present miners with challenges of natural environmental 
hazards, like perhaps no other branch of industry will do. 

I would like to describe two particular situations which took place at 
the Sudamdih colliery in 1976 and in 1977. These cases present 

 

9 Ryszard Biesek; Polish mining engineer, designer and director was 

born in 1934 and lived till 2016.He worked from 1955 till 1993 both as 
expert, chief designer and Deputy Director General of Chief Mining 
Study and Design Office as well as senior lecturer at the Silesian 
Polytechnics in Gliwice ( in Upper Silesia ;coal mining region of 
Poland).He worked nine years in India developing with Indian partners 
modern technologies of mine excavations and establishing 
institutions of coal mine designing and planning. 

He also worked in Egypt Argentina, China South Korea Venezuela and 
Russia. These jobs, though important as they were, lasted for a much 
shorter time and their scope cannot be compared to his works in India. 

Naturally bulk of his achievements was in Poland; being i.a. the 
General Designer and Coordinator of “Anna”, Katowice” “Jankowice”, 
“ Debiensko”, ”Swierklany” and “Suszec” coal mines constructions. 
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situations when Polish and Indian teams of experts had to decide if 
they are to follow the letter of bilateral contracts negotiated by both 
parties or they follow the spirit which is neither written in the clauses 
of documents nor presented as orders by Indian or Polish authorities. 

Sudamdih coal field in the Jharia area had highest quality of coking 
coal deposits. Since India was on the threshold of building its own 
steel industry, such coal was of great importance for the technological 
processes of steel production. 

The Sudamdih coal was rich but its deposits were located in very 
difficult geological conditions. Coal seams were thick (up to 24 m) but 
inclined up to 80 degrees. The proximity of Damodar River, which in 
monsoon time, could reach 250m width and almost 15 m depth, was 
also a difficulty. It was also for the first time that the Indian authorities 
gave consent to work out coal seams which ran under the railway 
tracks. The exploitation was developed employing the backfill system. 
The exploited volumes were filled by pumping from surface mixture of 
sand and water (backfill). Both water and sand were from Damodar 
River. 

Following the advice of Polish experts the Sudamdih colliery was the 
first one to be constructed in the system of “mining stone skeleton” 
whereas all earlier mines were structured in the coal skeleton. Stone 
skeleton meant that no coal was lost in the supporting pillars and 
stone pillars and walls were not prone to catching fire. 

On 4.10.1976 at 8.50am there was an explosion in Sudamdih mine. For 
three days earlier the mine was not working as it was the time of the 
Durga Puja festival. Of course the whole system of installations was 
adequately prepared for such interval and every day all the works were 
checked for presence of gas; especially the seam 15 which was very 
gassy seam, where potentially methane could concentrate. The 
explosion occurred. Without going into detailed technical description, 
it must be stated that there were two Indian authorities commissions 
investigating the case.  

Polish engineers participated in the rescue activities to the extent 
possible. 
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At the level of mine management and Polish experts it was decided to 
fill the whole cavity of the explosion with sand leaving all the machines 
and tools at the pit site. 

Later the Government of India Commission turned that decision over 
and ordered retrieving of all the machinery and tools left under the 
sand. The reason was to check every piece of tools and machines to 
see whether it had some failure, which could have caused the tragedy. 

These were done jointly by Indians and Poles and the Commission 
after thorough check up and control, concluded that the accident was 
a case of force majeure, probably a falling rock causing a spark which 
ignited methane. 

There were 53 miners killed immediately or as a result of this 
explosions. 

But from that time on Sudamdih was under especially rigid safety 
procedure in all the aspects of activities, which was approved by all 
the parties working at the mine. 

No wonder that when after 6 months from the date of methane 
explosion tragedy, on 13th of March 1977 at 7.00pm, dense black 
smoke appeared at the roofs of the mine building, both Indian and 
Polish miners were immediately alerted and first of all started to 
search for the source of this heavy black smoke. 

The attitude of coal miners in any place, towards their mine is very 
emotional. It was, of course, a place of work where money was earned 
for sustaining life of miners’ families but there was more to it. 

Going down the shaft to their coal cutting face was a risk taken every 
day in a much bigger manner than was the case with other jobs. So the 
mine was a place of work and source of income, but at the same time 
it appeared to be a kind of unpredictable power to be respected like 
no other workshops or place of work. 

The miners literally risked their life daily when going to their coal 
extraction workplace and the probability of accident or disaster was 
very real. 
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In that manner the mine was a place where all the miners were equal 
in the face of hazards but also considered it natural to rely upon their 
colleagues and care about that powerful mine which could give but 
also could take. It was on such a ground that the camaraderie grew in 
a natural way. This had nothing to do with being Indian or Polish. 
Neither was it related to any kind of declared friendship between 
states etc. 

It was something that was there, but no one had any desire to talk 
about it. 

Often these unspoken feelings or attitudes are essential. 

They show themselves in daily work but get exposed in times of 
emergency. 

And such emergency arose in Sudamdih colliery on13th of March 1977 
which was Sunday. 

Chief of Polish team (Mr.Ryszard Biesek) arrived at site immediately, 
as the smoke was visible from the bungalow colony where Poles lived. 
Within two hours the rescue teams were at site. The whole action was 
conducted by Indian rescue team with Polish engineers as advisers. 

But where was the smoke coming out from? 

Outflow continued for the whole 13th and 14th of March. In the 
meantime, it was found out that most probably the smoke is coming 
out from seam 300m. Also, all the equipment was switched off. 

The delegation of directors of Coal India Limited arrived and stated 
that the best solution was to flood the whole mine. 

One can understand such precaution bearing in mind that some six 
months earlier there was a gas explosion at Sudamdih killing 53 
people. Nobody wanted to see the repetition of the tragedy. 

But the Polish experts did not agree with that decision and prepared a 
technical proposal how to save the mine. 

The line of argument was that the colliery has been constructed, as per 
Polish plan upon the rock skeleton (the underground supporting walls 
and roadways protection were all cut in rock ergo much stronger than 



26 

if they would have been in coal.) That was true but still the decision 
was to switch big pumps (4 of them) and start pumping water from 
Damodar to the shafts. 

The Poles have agreed with their Indian colleagues to disable and 
immobilize other pumps.  

Otherwise Sudamdih would have been flooded in a short time. There 
was a quickly organized Indo Polish lobbying group which was making 
efforts to gain time to convince everyone to keep the mine and not to 
destroy it by flooding. 

The team of Mr. Biesek argued that the stone skeleton of colliery and 
knowledge that seams 500m and 400m are not affected by fire, allows 
for constructing dams which would extinguish the fire as there would 
be no room for fire expansion and no oxygen incoming. 

Significant group of Indian directors, bearing in mind a tragedy that 
took place at this mine six months earlier, supported firmly flooding of 
the mine thus taking no chances that any further troubles may occur. 

The Poles with their concept of building dams on level 400 and 500, 
cutting off air inflow to level 300 and closing the outflow of smokes at 
level 200 were supported by the miners’ trade unions organization and 
what was perhaps of great importance-by the Secretary to the Ministry 
of Coal, Shree K.S.R. Chari. 

There was a decisive discussion with crowds of miners waiting for the 
decision regarding their mine. The voting over the Polish plan brought 
a majority agreeing for Polish proposal. 

For the first day all the works were done by the Polish experts only, as 
it was their idea. But after some hours Indian miners declared their 
participation and all the works were done jointly. These works aimed 
at saving Sudamdih, lasted for 4 days.  

Not only miners but also managerial personnel like manager Shree 
S.K.Sen contributed great efforts. 

After these four days the fire was over.  

During the works the Indian managers idea of pressing nitrogen into 
pipelines to strengthen the extinguishing power, was also employed. 
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Finally, the commission of respective Indian authorities declared that 
this fire was a case of force majeure as no technical explanation could 
have been concluded. 

After the whole action the director of Sudamdih (former Director in 
NCDC and in CMPDI) approached Mr. Biesek and said: 

- Do you know how much you have been risking? 

Mr. Biesek answered:  

- The risk was there. Not because of doubting in the concept of 
saving the mine but because we had to act immediately with very 
limited specialized equipment and safety experts. 

The success of saving Sudamdih colliery from drowning was a result 
of joint analyzing the situation and action by Polish and Indian experts 
and Indian authorities. 

The stone skeleton of the mine, as designed by Polish experts was 
crucial in preventing the fire from expanding into other seams. 

Another essential factor in the whole action was the same attitude, 
same care, presented by Indian experts and Polish advisers. 

Part of the Indian side were the miners and their trade unions who 
faced the option of losing their jobs if the mine was to be flooded. The 
prime criterion for the authorities was the safety of people if the mine 
was to continue. The authorities remembered well the tragedies which 
took place in recent past in Sudamdih and Chasnala. Nobody wanted 
to see another one. 

The Polish experts had to prove with their plan and proposals that it 
was possible to have both the operating mine without any 
compromise on safety of the people. 

These professional camaraderie of Indian and Polish miners created 
also personal relations between experts of both countries and their 
families. 

The photographs, interviews and texts both from Poland and India 
bear witness to this extraordinary phenomenon of contacts, relations 
if not friendship which lasted for decades. 
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Interview with Ms. Ewa Biesek Leśniewska - 

daughter of Mr. Ryszard Biesek 

Q.  

Your Father Mr. Ryszard Biesek worked for many years in India as coal 
mining executive director. You have spent with him also many years 
on the subcontinent. What were your impressions as a very young 
person and how do you evaluate your childhood years in India, now? 

A. 

I have very fond memories from the period spent in India, not only from 
school. I attended the Mount Carmel School, Digwadih graduating 
with an ICSE (Indian Certificate of Secondary Education) examination 
certificate, but also from everyday life spent in the Coalfield among 
very friendly people. This was a unique opportunity. I felt there at home 
and till today I have warm feelings. 

The thing that moved me deeply was at the time of publication of the 
results of ICSE exams 1977. On the very day when the results reached 
my school, there were very many friends, colleagues coming to my 
Father’s office with congratulations, as my results ranked second at 
school. We realized that we had become true members of the society, 
like in a big family. It was very sweet. 

  



31 

 

 

Awards received at School 
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Q.  

What are your memories about your Father’s work? 

A. 

My Father was very much dedicated to his work, he had a vast 
knowledge and experience, and-as I heard often-an intuition. 

His motto was: if you do something, do it well or not at all and- if you 
start something, bring it to an end. This was implemented by him in his 
work, and I think that is why he was greatly respected by his 
colleagues. 

Sudamdih Project- both the underground mine as well as Incline had 
had a special place in his heart. Similarly, the Reconstruction of Jharia 
Coalfield prepared at Shanti Bhawan Mine Design Office, BCCL 
Dhanbad in 1977 was something he had been truly proud of. 

What had been frequently underlined by my Father was, that though 
he and his team of Polish experts came to India to teach the Indian 
friends modern mining, this could have never become a success 
without their eagerness to learn, cooperation and hard work. 

Q. 

Did you and your Father had Indian friends? That is people who were 
working with your Father that you would visit each other as private 
meetings? 

A. 

Yes, of course! The friendly relationships lasted for many years long 
after our return to Poland. Our family had been invited over on 
numerous occasions by my Father’s Indian colleagues. Not only on 
official occasions, but we had also attended many family parties and 
get-togethers, wedding functions and even celebrations on the 
occasion of baby-birth. 

I remember many pleasant dinners at homes of the Indian friends- 

R.G.Mahendru, S.K.Chowdhary, A.K.Gulati, S.K.Sen, S.P.Sinha, 
Mr.Banerjee, M.Bhattacharya, Mr.Solanki and many others. As a child, 
I was very fond of the Bengali sweet-rosogolla. One of the ladies, Mrs. 
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Solanki was famous for making the best rosogolla and I recall several 
dinners, which ended with serving rosogolla - with an extra big bowl of 
sweets just for me! 

I used to call my Father’s Indian friends-uncles, as it is customary in 
India. I have been in touch with Mr. S.K.Chowdhary (Coal India 
Chairman 1991-1994), one of my “Uncles” for many years. When he 
had attended the World Mining Congress in Poland in 2008, along with 
his wife-my “Auntie”, we had a family get- together with my Parents, 
my husband and children. 

At school, I got along well with my classmates, we had birthday parties 
together. Upon leaving India, my friends offered me a beautiful sari, 
which I treasure to this day. 

Q.  

This book is about camaraderie of Polish and Indian miners, that 
including executive officers. Do you remember events or situations 
which you would call examples of such professional friendly 
relations? 

A. 

The friendly private relationships could not have developed without 
professional friendly relations in the first place. I think that the 
outstanding examples of these were the tragic events that occurred at 
the Sudamdih mine in 1976 and 1977, i.e. explosion and fire. Both the 
teams, Polish and Indian worked together, irrespective of danger. 
When the tragic fire broke out and the mining authorities resolved to 
flood-and destroy the mine, the perseverance of Polish designers 
made the decision-makers change their mind and permit the 
implementation of a plan to save the mine, which turned out to be 
successful. This would not have happened without professional 
friendly relations and trust - on all the levels, from the Ministerial one 
down to simple miners. I recall many people saying then, that Polish 
friends saved the mine, their workplace. 

Q. 

Do you think that such publication as this recalling old times 
camaraderie may be useful for contemporary and future generation? 
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A. 

I believe so. Friendship, trust are timeless values and need to be 
appreciated by all generations. The modern world is becoming more 
and more busy, focused on profits and new challenges. Such 
publication as this gives insight into the background of past 
achievements and it is evident that cooperation and mutual support in 
the face of challenges lie at the bottom of success. AI, digitalization of 
the world around are of course inevitable and of great importance. 

Questions posed by Mr. Marek Moroń. 

 

 

Ms. Ewa Biesek- Leśniewska 
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Interview with Mr. Jerzy Manka – retired 

director of mining projects in Poland and in 

India - 06.03 2025 

Q.  

We are preparing a publication “Professional Camaraderie of Indian 
and Polish Miners in the 60.and 70. of XX century during their work in 
Bihar 

” Do you think that it is justified to use such term “professional 
camaraderie” when talking about Indian and Polish miners working 
together at that time? 

A. 

Yes. I think it is the right term to describe the relations and atmosphere 
of joint work of our miners. This special professional fraternity which 
miners have in Poland has definitely been planted and developed into 
Indo- Polish camaraderie of miners working in Bihar. 

Q.  

What events relating to those times and Indo- Polish miners relations, 
do you still remember? 

A. 

I remember when at the beginning of October 1976, there was a 
religious festival and the group of Polish managers was in Kolkata (at 
that time Calcutta) for few free days. We got the message about gas 
explosion at Sudamdih. 

We were all as designers and managers on work contract and there 
was no obligation really for us to cut short our free time because of the 
events at the mine. But it was not even the subject of any talks among 
us. Mr. Biesek, myself and some other Polish colleagues immediately 
rushed from Calcutta to the mine to join the rescue activities. It had no 
meaning at all that this was out of our lines of duty. 

We felt the same way as we would have felt about such situation in 
Poland. 
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Q. 

Do you think that nowadays in the 3rd decade of the XXI century such 
close and emotional professional relations still exist in the coal miners 
community? 

A. 

 I can only speak about Polish miners. The answer is yes. Even though 
coal mining is considered as declining industry in Poland, but the 
miners’ community cultivates all the traditions which in the past were 
important events for the whole region. 

There were big functions on the 4th of December (a Miners Day in 
Poland) called “The Beer Tavern” during which there was a ceremony 
of initiating into the miners brotherhood, giving and bestowing the 
“mining ranks”. All these in the atmosphere of singing, entertainment 
events, joy. 

In fact, we have submitted the proposal to UNESCO to have 
"Barbórka* and mining traditions" included in UNESCO's 
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.  

*The name of Polish Miners Day 

Maybe this one thing which Polish miners forgot to leave in India and 
that is the Polish tradition of “The Beer Tavern” celebrations? 

Q. 

Is there a purpose or sense in bringing back now the memories of that 
camaraderie of half a century ago, to Indian and Polish readers? 

A. 

We should always remember our past and our history. 

And that period of 60.  and 70. of XX century in Bihar was a period of 
close relations not only in mining business but in relation, exactly this 
camaraderie among miners of our both countries.  

This must be remembered by new generations. 
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Questions were posed by Mr. Marek Moroń 

The meeting with Mr. Jerzy Manka was kindly arranged by Ms. Ewa 
Biesek- Leśniewska; daughter of Mr. Ryszard Biesek. 

 

06.03.2025. 

Mr. Jerzy Mańka (Center) – former mine director and expert working in 
Sudamdih with Mr. Biesek. Ms. Ewa Biesek- Leśniewska (Right) and 
Mr. Marek Moroń (Left) are also on the photo. 
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Interview with Mr. Zenon Raczkowski - 

retired executive of coal ming projects in 

Poland. Member of the Polish team of 

experts in India. Worked as a member of 

Director R. Biesek team 1978-1979 in BCCL 

and 1981-1982 in IISCO Mine. 

26.03 2025. 

Q.  

We are preparing a publication “Professional Camaraderie of Indian 
and Polish Miners in the 60.and 70. of XX century during their work in 
Bihar 

Do you think that it is justified to use such term “professional 
camaraderie” when talking about Indian and Polish miners working 
together at that time? 

A. 

Yes. By all means I think that this is the right term. The atmosphere and 
spirit of professional solidarity was in a natural way extended into our 
free time in projects in Bihar. I remember very well that we had our 
monthly friendly gatherings; one in Shanti Bhawan (Dhanbad) where 
we were guests of our Indian colleagues and the following month in 
the River Side Colony where we, the Polish experts lived. The name 
River Side was due to the proximity of Damodar River. These were 
friendly meetings but even in such meetings we used to debate about 
our work problems. This was our life.  

Q.  

What events relating to of those times and Indo -Polish miners 
relations, you still remember? 

A. 

I was mainly involved in the work of Polish experts at Jitpur Colliery 
where I worked as deputy of Mr. R Biesek. Jitpur colliery belonged to 
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Indian Iron and Steel Co. Polish first activity with IISCO was after the 
tragedy of Chasnala (also IISCO mine) in 1975. Poland did not have any 
contact with IISCO, but Polish team arranged for instant delivery of 
large size pumps from Poland  to help with dewatering. 

 That tragedy (375 miners killed) had a significant influence on 
decisions on other mines. At Jitpur the management of mine noticed 
deformation of arch support in the underground roadways and wanted 
as a precaution to close the mine. The conditions were evaluated as 
safe for work. That evaluation was elaborated by Mr. R Biesek, myself 
and our team in 1978-1979. I don’t think there was any contract for 
that work. Later however I remember that we did work on the contract 
of designing the development of Jitpur. The concluding positive 
decision that Jitpur is safe for work was taken by Indian authorities in 
1981. 

Both the cases of assistance in Chasnala dewatering and Jitpur 
evaluation Polish experts working on these important and urgent 
matters did not wait for formalities, signed contracts etc. Work and 
assistance were needed now. Miners, comrades were in need. 

Q. 

Do you think that nowadays in the 3rd decade of XXI century such 
close and emotional professional relations still exist in the coal 
miners’ community? 

A. 

I think so. Certainly in Poland this is the case. I don’t know how things 
are nowadays in Indian mining. It is that permanent facing of 
remorseless and destroying forces of nature in miners' work that 
makes their mutual relations much different than in other professions. 
Additionally I must add to this the spontaneous readiness to help the 
comrade in need. 
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Q 

Is there a purpose or sense in bringing back now the memories of that 
camaraderie of half a century ago, to Indian and Polish readers? 

A. 

If we do not leave narrations of these professional friendship of Indian 
and Polish Miners then it will be forgotten. It will disappear. 

And we should remember these times where we were invited by our 
Indian colleagues to their family functions. weddings, birthdays, even 
religious festivals. I must mention here especially the Holi festival 
which we and our families enjoyed immensely. We remember this and 
we want our Indian friends to remember also. 

Questions were posed by Mr. Marek Moroń 

The meeting with Mr. Zenon Raczkowski was kindly arranged by Ms. 
Ewa Biesek - Leśniewska; daughter of Mr. Ryszard Biesek. 

 

Remark:  

IISCO, mentioned in the interview, was incorporated into Steel 
Authority of India (SAIL) in 2006 

Marek Moroń 
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26.03.2025 

Mister Zenon Raczkowski (Right) - Polish Mining Expert who worked 
with Mr. Biesek in Jitpur Mine and other places in Bihar. Ms. Ewa 
Biesek- Leśniewska (Center) and Mr. Marek Moroń (Left) are also on 
the photo.  
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Personal remarks and Memoirs of Ms. 

Lolita Chattoraj Sengupta (Daughter of late 

Mr. Biman Chattoraj,  

Chief Engineer IISCO, later General 

Manager, Raw Material Division of SAIL 

(Steel Authority of India)  

 

After the quite horrendous mining disaster 
in December 1975 in Chasnala, in what 
used to be Bihar and now is Jharkhand, we 
had people from many nationalities coming 
over. I imagine the company (IISCO – Indian 
Iron and Steel Company) was collaborating 
with foreign nations to decide on next 
steps, because there was still a lot of coal 
to be mined, and fossil fuels were not yet 

considered a thing impacting the environment. These people would 
sometimes stay in colonies with their entire families, or some of them 
stayed in our guest houses. I was about nine years old then, trying to 
make sense of the enormity of the changed lives of so many of our 
neighbours. 

Our schools started having international students among them, 
mainly Polish. We saw this girl called Ewa, extremely attractive and 
quiet and, as we found out, incredibly intelligent too. One of the happy 

happenstances of my life was I got to know Ewa much later, through her 

father, my silver- coloured Uncle Biesek, (I used to wonder how a grey-

haired man’s hair could actually shine like silver, - this became our joke) 

who worked with Kopex.  

Ewa now is my Polish sister from another mother and her family is 
mine too, and wherever I am in Europe, I try to go and meet her at least 
for a day.  
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As I travelled down memory lane and placed some memories in our 
respective school groups, we got some interesting facts and pictures 
of others who had the years of their lives in Sudamdih. It is not with just 
a little pride that I was given names and details of people in the 
pictures. 

 

This is a picture of a shaft in Sudamdih. 

I remember there also was an inclined mine in Sudamdih. 
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The picture below is the decorated gate of Sudamdih, when it was 
done to welcome the Deputy Prime Minister of Poland (Dr Eng Jan 
Mitręga) during his visit to Sudamdih in January 1972. You can also see 
the throngs of people who are keenly waiting for the visit. In those days 
of no social media and scant mainstream media either, these were the 
sorts of excitements one waited for: 

 

 

And here is now a meeting where we can see many present. I dare say 
one can find some Polish folks here too. The person on the extreme 
left is B.R.Sengupta, Head of Electrical and Mechanical Departments 
in Sudamdih and Moonidih, also that of central Jharia area of NCDC. 
We can also see Mr S.K Chowdhury, who went on to become 
Chairman of Coal India in 1991. Sudamdih and Moonidih, being the 
crème de la crème projects of NCDC, was almost fully built up with 
about twenty years of Polish collaboration. They later merged into 
BCCL. Through all those years, the connections made can never be 
forgotten. We had little or no devices to hold our memories in, but our 
memories are that much stronger, depending not on anything 
electronic to remember something by. 
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Our Guest House, in Chasnala, was the building diagonally from our 
house, and there lived these two gentlemen, Mr Ryszard Biesek – 
roughly my father’s age, and a much younger but incredibly handsome 
Zenon Raczkowski. But when I did ask his name, he said it was Zenek. 
My father had huge respect for their mining knowledge and sagacity, 
but they were so much more, as we found out. They both saw my 
brothers playing badminton in our lawn court and walked in, intending 
to play. They did, and that started a friendship/kinship that has stood 
the test of time. They would come over many evenings in the week, 
play, and then sit and chat with us, have dinner. I think both of them 
missed their families sorely, and our family gave some semblance of 
that connection to them. Biesek uncle would talk about his daughter, 
and it was then that I learnt his daughter was Ewa! 

I could write reams about our relationship, especially mine, with the 
two gentlemen; it was complex and it was beautiful. We had not 
interacted with any Polish people before that. We treaded carefully at 
first, not sure of how to negotiate that space. Those relationships from 
1980 or so, led to later, and sometimes stronger, relationships with 
their families, always evoking strong emotions, reminding us how 
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distance and skin colour or culture are nothing in deep friendships and 
families. We sat so many evenings, sharing meals and engaging in a 
variety of conversations, from the future of the mining industry to the 
political situation unraveling in Poland. 

Issues around us sparked conversations and deepened our 
connection. We gained a deeper understanding of each other’s 
perspectives and experiences, political ideas, a sense of almost 
belonging, and what came across was how similar thoughts can exist 
in disparate people. They missed their family, and we were, albeit a 
poor one, a substitute in an alien land. Somehow, in all of these, I got 
closer to them than the rest of my family did. To this day, almost a 
lifetime later, I cherish the little moments we shared then and though 
one gets caught up in daily routines and sometimes are a bit lazy about 
connecting, I do remember to slow down and prioritise my relationship 
with them and remind myself of the shared laughter, the warmth of 
what we have for each other. I reminisce about the past with them and 
dream of a future time when we can meet. It is such a pity, isn’t it, that 
of all the advances science is making, they haven’t figured out 
teleportation yet? Why do families have to stay worlds apart? 

Why can I not go and see my grand-nephew because the airfares are 
prohibitive? Why do boundaries exist? 

Biesek Uncle spoke a lot about Ewa and Auntie, and Zenek uncle 
about his young family. My conversations with them made the families 
seem real to me. I learnt a bit of Polish from them, so I would be able 
to ask you “Jak się masz” if I saw you and if you told me “mam się 
dobrze, dziękuję” I would know what you meant. 

 

Remember, it was a world without the internet, digital photography 
was still decades away, and conjuring up pictures had a lot to do with 
how we wanted our families to know each other, although we were 
conscious of the possibility of us never meeting beyond our time then. 

Suddenly, almost overnight, the Polish crisis of 1980-81 happened, 
and I learnt that they would leave, naturally, to be with their families 
back home. I still remember the feeling I had then, thinking, this is it, 
now I will never see them again – the deep pain, nostalgia for a future 
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that wasn’t to happen. Early one morning, I hugged the two gentlemen 
in what I thought was the final goodbye, and they were gone. But they 
both wrote regularly and sent gifts via anyone who came to India. I still 
have the Amber bracelets, necklaces, vinyl records of Polish music, 
little folk dolls etc they sent me over the years. Biesek uncle’s ease 
with English was remarkable – he also knew where to throw in odd 
Hindi words to impress everyone: Zenek uncle’s not quite as much, 
and he struggles a bit, but that didn’t matter. Our relationships were 
not predicated on external factors; we had deep abiding affection and 
respect for each other and that came through subliminally through the 
mails we exchanged. It is through pictures and letters sent by them 
that I developed my kinship with their families, and through the years, 
got to know Ewa, Auntie Biesek, Zenek Uncle and his wife, his son and 
daughter.  

Much later, I got to know all of them in person when I travelled to 
Poland with my own family – my husband and one year old child – 
leaving Europe forever (we had lived in UK for around 9 years where my 
husband trained as a specialist doctor) could not happen without me 
meeting my Polish family. 

The time was January, 2001, and Poland was freezing cold. But the 
warmth of the hospitality we got there from Biesek Uncle and his 
daughter, and also from Zenek uncle’s family, was phenomenal and I 
can challenge any reader who can top that. My son started calling 
Biesek uncle “Dadu”, which is the Bengali word for grandfather, and 
uncle responded with all the love one could give a grandson. My 
husband and I were inundated with gifts, were introduced to Polish 
food (our favorite now, I go looking for borscht anytime I go anywhere I 
think I can find them, I look down on all vodkas that are not Chopin 
vodka. We did not know, till we went to Katowice to Biesek uncle’s 
house, that vodka could be had neat. We didn’t have any great idea 
about Polish food, but was amazed at how much we ate and drank. 
Our subsequent visits have made me the sort of person people avoid 
because I was so full of knowledge about Polish food and drinks. They 
gave us their bedroom and I found it out only accidently. I don’t know 
too any people who would do that. The few halcyon days we spent 
there, we were treated like royalty, taken to various places in Krakow 
and around. 
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Auntie made amazing food for us – I think she was just cooking for us 
the whole day, if the quantity and variety of food was anything to go by. 
Our suitcases were full of gifts as we returned to England. 

It was odd, and it did not strike us then, but when we shared our 
pictures with friends and family, they saw the living room and said it 
looked like the living room of an Indian person. And on recalling, it 
really was. Uncle had told us how he got the Kashmiri wood carving 
furniture sent to him from Kashmir, and the ornaments and 
decorations around the house made it a perfect picture of how two 
cultures and nations can have more in common than we think. When 
strife and intolerance of difference is ripping the world apart now, I 
wish people would remember this. I know I do. 

On the 3rd of May, when both my dad’s died, I always put this for my 
cover photo on social media. 

 

 

Mr. Ryszard Biesek and Mr.Biman Chattoraj. 
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That time in 2014 when we went to Poland to visit them for the second 
time, Ewa’s young son did not know much English and my son knew 
no Polish. But as we were chatting away, we wondered what the two 
boys were doing in Michal’s room. Google translate was already a 
thing, so they were communicating wonderfully as they played their 
computer games.  

Again, we were taken around wherever we wanted to go, but by then 
we were mostly just interested in sitting around and catching up on our 
lives, and of course, swigging vodka shots at regular intervals. I went 
and saw uncle again in 2015, managing time from my work visits in 
other countries in Europe. 

Biesek uncle and Zenek uncle, the aunties and their wonderful 
families are people I remember with utmost fondness, and I am very 
glad my husband and son got to know this part of my family too. There 
is an abiding bond and fondness which transcends the miles that part 
us or the years we have not seen them. Thank God for platforms like 
WhatsApp that help us remain connected all the time, so I get to know 
my little grand-nephew, see pictures of Marta and Michal all grown up.  

As though to make the connection deeper, right down to the very end, 
was this. My father passed away on 3rd May, 2016. After cremating him 
we came back home, and I could look at my phone only around 10.00 
pm, our time. There was a message from Ewa telling me Biesek uncle 
too passed away the same day. I still get goosebumps when I think of 
it. 

Now we are truly bound in eternal sisterhood. 

Ms Lolita Chattoraj Sengupta 

Kolkata, India 2025 

 

 

Ms. Lolita Chattoraj Sengupta 
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Historical photos 
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The Beginning of friendly relations between 

independent India and Poland 

 

“Przekrój” (Polish socio-cultural magazine) nr 534 (27/1955) –   

Title: „NEHRU IN POLAND” 

First visit of Prime Minister of India to Poland ever. (1955). 
J. Nehru was welcome by all the top people of Polish government as 

reported by “Przekrój” magazine. 

This was the first step to create an almost 30 years Indo Polish 
romance in economic cooperation. Coal Mining was a number one 

line of working together. 

In 1955 Polish press was widely informing and commenting on the 
visit of Prime Minister of India J. Nehru to Poland.  
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“Dziennik Bałtycki” (Newspaper 24.06.1955) Nr 149 (3424) - Fot. CAF 

The title of the article in this Polish paper is:  
“The Great son of India Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru has arrived 

in Poland.” 

 

“Trybuna Robotnicza” (Newspaper 24.06.1955) Nr 149 (3565) 

“India Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru came to Poland. A solemn 
and warm welcome at the airport in Warsaw.” 

Article includes speeches by the Prime Ministers of India and Poland 
and mentions also a visit to Warsaw and few cities in Silesia coal 
mining region.  
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“Życie Warszawy” (Newspaper 24.06.1955) Nr 149 (3632) 

Headline: 
“Long live the friendship of Indian and Polish nations. 

Indian Prime Minister J. Nehru arrived in Warsaw. 
Official welcome at the airport”. 

 

“Głos Koszaliński” (Newspaper 24.06.1955) Nr 149 (850) 

Headline: 
“A visit from friends. Indian Prime Minister Nehru arrived in Poland. 
Guests were greeted at airport by Polish government officials.” 
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“Gazeta Krakowska” (Newspaper 24.06.1955) Nr 149 (2109) 
 

„The Polish nation welcomes its distinguished guest. 
The Prime Minister of the Republic of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, arrived 

in Poland.” 
 

He was also visiting city of Kraków. 
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“Kurier Szczeciński” (Newspaper 25.06.1955) Nr 150 (3227) 
 

Headline:  
Jawaharlal Nehru, Prime Minister of the Republic of India, was 
warmly welcome by the public. He visited Warsaw and Silesia. 

 



57 

Archive state documents on establishing 

commercial contracts between India and 

Poland 

 

Example of documents shaping bilateral business relations. 
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Example of documents shaping bilateral business relations. 
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Guidelines for Polish companies (at that time these were all state 
companies) on how to prepare for business with India. 
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Documents about implementing the Omnibus Agreement for various 
experts services in coal mining. 
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First page of another document from the Indian side on commercial 
relations between India and Poland. 
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List of legal regulations which were the basis of commercial relations 
between India and Poland. 
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Example of contract for experts services. This type of contract was 
called Omnibus. 

There was a list of available experts from Poland. The  rates for their 
services  were agreed and the Indian partner informed Poland in 

advance whom and when particular indicated experts are needed. 
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Ministerial correspondence on agreeing annual commercial 
agreement. 

  



65 

Sudamdih colliery and other Bihar coal 

mines – where Indian and Polish miners 

worked together 

 

“Sudamdih was supposed to be flooded…” 

 Interesting article by Mr. Jerzy Chociołowski (Text, photographs), 
about “Indian Silesia” in Bihar and rescuing Sudamdih mine by Polish 

miners.  

 It was published in “Kontynenty” – 9/1978 (178). 

This article is one of very few press articles of the Polish Indian, Coal 
mining cooperation period. 
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Kontynenty - was a very popular Polish journal 
(1964 -1989).  

From 2012 its publication was resumed. 

(https://magazynkontynenty.pl) 
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Mr. Jerzy Manka and Mr. A.K Gulati are discussing the issues of daily 

work at Moonidih mine. (Kontynenty, 9/1978, Fot. Jerzy Chociołowski) 

  

„Professional camaraderie” of the 60 and 70 of XX century on the Mr. 
Jerzy Mańka is first from the left. 

(Kontynenty, 9/1978, Fot. Jerzy Chociołowski) 

As described in earlier part of publication, the photos above are 
examples of Indian and Polish experts working together. 
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Black smoke started to come out at Sudamdih from somewhere. It 
was of paramount importance to find the source of that smoke. 
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A photo of fire stopping dam constructed at level 400m. 

 

 

Description on the backside 
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Description: Sudamdih mine, India. 
Fire stopping dam, which was constructed at level 400m. 
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Presentation: “Coal Seam and Spontaneous Heating” by Abhishek 
Kumar Pandey - (www.slideshare.net) 

A page of one of the reports about the Sudamdih gas explosion. 

Therefore, when some half a year later (in 1976) there was a fire in the 
Sudamdih mine there were many voices not to risk any action to save 
the mine lest another tragedy could take place. 

Finally, however the rescue took place and the role of Polish experts 
and Mr. Ryszard Biesek was very important. 
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Economic and Political Weekly (academic journal) - Vol. 11, No. 44 
(Oct. 30, 1976), https://www.jstor.org/stable/4365051 

One of many articles in the mining Indian journals on how to prevent 
disasters like the gas catastrophe at Sudamdih.   



73 

 

Mr. Ryszard Biesek - working on drawing board at Chief Mining Study 
and Design. 

In the 60s of XX century all the drawings and designs were hand drawn 
on paper boards.  

This is a real exotic scene for the XXI century designers. 
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The tragedies of gas explosion and fire at Sudamdih were not the only 
ones. 

Unfortunately, this is what coal mining is whether in India, Poland or 
other countries. These hazards and daily risking of life contribute 
largely to creating that silent yet ever present camaraderie and 
solidarity of miners. Polish experts were instrumental in arranging 
large pumps for dewatering of Chasnala.   
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One of Indian reports on Sudamdih explosion. 
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Continued 
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Continued 
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Amrita Bazar Amrita Bazar Patrika newspaper – 15 and 17 March 
1977 

Indian Press on fire at Sudamdih. 

Indian authorities and Polish experts were aware that the existence of 
Sudamdih was at stake.  
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“A piece of Silesia over the Damodar River.” 

Article by Ryszard Piekarowicz – Polish Press Agency correspondent 
(newspaper unknown) - 21.11.1969 

The article describes the work and life of Polish miners in Bihar.  
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This was the Polish weekly, publisher from 1954, which was most 
active in informing about Polish miners' work and life in Bihar. 

There were two articles about Bihar. published in “Panorama”.by Mr. 
Jerzy Chociołowski. 
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“A piece of Silesia in Bihar” - Panorama from August 1978. 
Article about Moonidih and Sudamdih mines in Bihar. 
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We have on this photo Mr. Jerzy Mańka and mine director A T. Gulati. 

Moonidih colliery was another Indo Polish coal mining project 
executed in the 60 and 70 of XX century. 
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“Panorama” weekly reporting on Indo Polish cooperation in coal 
mining. 
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Continued. 
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The title speaks for itself: 
“To snatch a man from the tigers jaw”. 

Second article in “Panorama” weekly (1978 nr49) about fire disaster 
in Sudamdih mine. 
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Mr. Ryszard Biesek - the most important figure of the Polish team. 

He is the personification not only of promoting modern technologies 
from Poland in Indian mining in the 60 and 70 of XX century but first of 
all he was one of the creators of that professional camaraderie of 
Indian and Polish miners. 
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Continued 
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Continued 
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Photos and description of rescue action in Sudamdih in Polish press. 
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Amrita Bazar Patrika (Newspaper) – 6 October 1976. 

This is Indian press reporting on gas explosion disaster at Chas Nala 
mine. 
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Continuation 
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Amrita Bazar Patrika (Newspaper) – 19 March 1976. 

The Sudamdih fire disaster was a subject of keen interest and debate 
in Indian press. This is Amrita Bazar Amrita Bazar Patrika of 19.3.1977 

informing on the subject. 
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Amrita Bazar Patrika (Newspaper) – 20 March 1976. 

The subject was followed by Indian press practically day after day. 
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Amrita Bazar Patrika (Newspaper) – 5 October 1976. 

Another article on the topic. 
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`  

Continuation 
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This article in “The Statesman” of 26.01.1970. 

 The article describes how the Sudamdih mine successfully 
recovered from tragic and difficult times. The Polish miners 

collaboration is mentioned. 
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Continuation 
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Continuation 
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Meetings with Indian Officials and social 

functions of Indian and Polish miners 

 

 

Prime Minister of India Shree Morarji Desai shaking hand of Mr. 
Ryszard Biesek. (1979). 
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A friendly handshake with Mr. K.S.R.Chari - Secretary of Coal. (1978) 
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Meetings of friends. Indian and Polish colleagues during functions. 
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Friendly meeting. 

From left: Mr. Ryszard Biesek, Shree R.N.Sharma (Chairman BCCL 
and later Chairman of Coal India Ltd. – he passed away at the age of 

101 in 2025), Shree C.S.Jha (Director Technical BCCL) 
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Mr. Ryszard Biesek in front of Shanti Bhawan-BCCL Mine Design 
Office in Dhanbad with Polish collaboration 

If we are to talk about the Indo Polish miners camaraderie, then his 
name comes as central from the Polish side. 
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This important institution was founded with Polish collaboration. 

Later this planning and design division has developed into great 
prestigious CMPDI - known and respected worldwide. 

  



106 

There was always time to jointly discuss the actions at our joint Indo-
Polish projects. 

Mr. Ryszard Biesek shares his views with Indian Colleagues. 
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Office and paperwork were also part of duties. 

 

Mr.R.Biesek at his desk at Shanti Bhawan Mine Design Office, BCCL 
Dhanbad. 
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Meeting officials from Indian Government and Polish Embassy. 

Shree R.G. Mahendru and Mr. R. Biesek 

These were important persons both in developing Indian coal mining 
and Indo - Polish miners’ camaraderie. 
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4 December 1978 - Polish Miners Day. 

A function held at the” Polish Hotel” in Sudamdih. Mr. R. Biesek is in 
the center and second from left is Shree R.G. Mahendru - Chairman 

of CMPDI (i.e. 1978-1979). 
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Shafts of Sudamdih colliery. They look the same as coal mines in 
Poland. 
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During work hours. 
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The celebrations of 5 years of cooperation between Indian BCCL and 
Polish company Kopex which was an official contractor of all services 

and equipment for India. 
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The celebrations of 5 years of cooperation between Indian BCCL and 
Polish company Kopex. 

With Chairman Shree R.N. Sharma and Shree Kalyan Sen. Plans of 
Jharia Coalfield in the background. 
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Sports Day Sudamdih 

Both Indian and Polish colleagues not only worked together but also 
enjoyed one another’s company during their leisure time. Mr. Biesek 

is visible in the foreground. 
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Indian and Polish friends at the residence of Shree R.G. Mahendru at 
Sudamdih. 

Young Ms. Ewa Biesek - Leśniewska (on the picture 1971). 
Spent many years in India. 

 

Reverse of the photo. 
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But it was not only work for the Polish experts. To work in India for few 
years and not visiting her monuments of civilization was unthinkable. 

This photo was taken at the Birla Temple. (By R. Biesek) 
The girl in the front plan is Ms. Ewa Biesek- Leśniewska - daughter of 

Mr. Ryszard Biesek.  
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Nowiny Gliwickie (Local Polish newspaper) – Nr 7 (954), 17 February 
1974 

 

 

“Indian fascinations” – from articles series “Gliwiczanie abroad” 

An article by Edmund Całka with Mr. Ryszard Biesek describing his 
daily life and work in Sudamdih. 
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“One of the wonders of modern India, Brila temple complex” 

Photo published in Nowiny Gliwickie was taken among many others 
by Mr. Ryszard Biesek. 

There was no travel office in Poland at that time to take people to visit 
India. So, description and information of the Polish experts who were 

in India were eagerly published by press. People were really very 
interested to read it. 
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Mr. J M. Goyle of BCCL visiting and enjoying Poland. 

There were also many visits of Indian experts to Poland. Some of 
these friendly, almost familiar relations last till now (2025). 
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More photos of visit to Poland. 
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Reverse of the photos: “With best complements” 
J M. Goyle to Mr. Biesek  



122 

 

Ms. Ewa Biesek- Lesniewska, Shree A.K Gulati - former Chairman 
BCCL, Shree S.P.Sinha – former Director in BCCL. 

Friendly meeting after many years at World Mining Congress 2003 in 

New Delhi. 
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Joint Celebrations of Holi 1969-1971 and 

1976-1978 at Sudamdih in Bihar 
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128 

 

 

 

 

  

 



129 

 

Mr. Ryszard Biesek 

  



130 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Indian authorities expressing 

gratitude 
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Instead of praising Mr. R. Biesek let me just present this letter of S.K 
Chowdhury of BCCL (General Manager). 
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This is another letter of Indian authorities. 

That Indo - Polish professional camaraderie was clearly seen by 
respective institutions in India. 
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This memento was presented by Indian authorities to Mr. Jerzy Mańka 
in recognition of distinguished service in fighting explosion and fire in 

Sudamdih – 1976-1977. 
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This memento was also presented  by Indian authorities to Mr. 
Ryszard Biesek in recognition of distinguished service in fighting 

explosion and fire in Sudamdih – 1976-1977. 
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Inscription: “mgr inż. R. BIESEK 

DISTINGUISHED SERVICE 

EXPLOSION AND FIRE 

SUDAMDIH PROJECT" 
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Gift presented by Sudamdih Incline Mine Staff 
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Concluding words 

 

The relations between India and Poland in the period of 50s, 60s, 70s 
and 80s of XX century are remembered as the time of strong economic 
ties and export of Polish technical capabilities in many fields of heavy 
industry. 

If we look at earlier period for example 1942 till 1948, we will find much 
emphasis on documenting and remembering the life of about 6000 
Polish refugees (from Soviet Union) who found safe haven in Indian 
soil mainly in the lands of princely states of Kolhapur and Jamnagar. 
These indeed are very interesting events of history. 

Yet, we have to remember that the strong economic relations initiated 
by the state authorities of both India and Poland created as kind of “by 
product”, the space for people-to-people relations. This was 
especially true in the case of the coal mining industry. 

Coal is a very specific branch of industrial activity as it involves 
permanent, direct and unpredictable interaction with nature and its 
many hazards. 

Going a few hundred meters down the shaft every day into the coal 
excavating area constitutes a direct risk and threat to the life of miner. 

In the 60s. and 70s, of XX century Poland was still a very much closed 
country. People rarely travelled abroad and that mainly on official 
visits sent by industrial companies. India for Polish people in the 60 
and 70 of last century was a mysterious exotic land.  

One could read about it, sometimes see some films but going to India 
was beyond any imaginable possibility. 

India of course had a long history of relations with Europe. But Europe 
was in a natural way identified with England, maybe France. Since as 
said earlier there were groups of Poles; refugees staying in India for 
few years, people of India living nearby their camps knew that such 
nation -Poles – is also European. We have to remember even though it 
is not much emphasized in historical descriptions, that these camps 
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where Poles lived were quite tightly protected against Polish people 
interacting with Indian population. 

These I know from my discussions with a few of the former refugees. 
The Poles were not encouraged to meet Indian people. No wonder that 
when the WWII ended, practically all of them left India for various 
destinations worldwide. But they remembered their time on 
hospitable Indian soil. 

No written memories have I found about a much longer period of 60 
and 70 of XX century when hundreds of Polish experts and miners were 
working together in the coal mines of Bihar. 

The purpose of this publication is i.a. drawing attention to the unique 
relation between miners of Poland and India which combined the 
characteristics of spontaneous feeling of solidarity, when faced with 
daily hazards of unpredictable nature with mutual loyalty. 

This needs to be emphasized as a specific feature much different than 
relations among workers in other fields. After all the economic 
relations and investments contracts between India and Poland were 
also established in power plant construction, ship building, foundry 
shops etc. 

It is only with the Indo Polish community of coal miners in Bihar in the 
said period that we also find families staying in touch and visiting even 
during years after the projects were completed. 

On so many photographs in this publication we can see Indian miners 
and Polish miners together celebrating Holi festival. Certainly, the 
meaning and religious context of Holi was not known to Polish experts, 
but they just enjoyed the festivities together with their Indian friends. 

These things were not included in the contracts. 

Neither, the natural and immediate joining the Indian colleagues in 
saving the mine in case of Sudamdih. It was not just assistance or 
helping. Polish experts were elaborating plans supported by their 
mining experience to save the mine, not to flood it. 
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It was not a Polish mine, and the Polish miners would not work there 
beyond the contract limit. The fact is that it never really becomes a 
common knowledge in Poland and that Polish experts never boasted 
about these events shows that it was considered as something 
natural, something that is part of the coal miners camaraderie. So no 
need to announce one’s own praises. 

Neither this publication is meant to raise glorifications and present 
discoveries of unusual great behavior. 

The author and contributors of this book want to establish a firm long-
term memory, remembering of the relations between Indians and 
Poles when for years they were working together in Bihar collieries. 

These relations have grown upon the intergovernmental commercial 
agreements between India and Poland. 

I visualize these agreements as instruments which enabled miners of 
both countries to expose their 
“miners” ethos” of work and specific camaraderie. 

I am glad that it was possible to have interviews with two of the Polish 
experts who worked in India 

The personality of Mr. Ryszard Biesek is mentioned in the text and on 
the photos on numerous occasions. His role as an expert and leader 
of projects including saving Sudamdih is in itself worth emphasizing. 

But in case of this publication I would like to state that it was Mr. 
Biesek’s attitude, his natural openness towards Indian colleagues 
that made a huge contribution to creating the professional 
camaraderie which lasted for about two decades. Of this camaraderie 
personal and family contacts have grown up. I think that such value of 
friendship of coal miners almost half a century ago needs to be 
remembered and, in a way, protected as knowledge to be passed on 
to future generations. 

It may be interesting and worthwhile to promote this book and 
knowledge about Indo - Polish miners camaraderie in Coal India 
Limited. 
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We in Poland have our Miners day on 4th December. In India you 
celebrate Miners Day on 4th May. 

Maybe we could try to introduce the idea of Polish miners organization 
presenting every year on 4th May to their Indian colleagues a decorative 
miner’s hammer (which coal miners here call “pyrlik”) as a memento 
of years of working together and of that unique camaraderie among 
them. 

 

Marek Moroń 

2025 
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Post scriptum 

There is a film (5.22 min) on the YouTube channel - Coalkatha. 

It was put by the late Mr. Bhubaneshwar Ram Tripathi in 2024 (as per 
the information available) 

The title of this short film is “1977 Sudamdih Mine Fire”. 

It is a voice of praise for heroism and courage of miners, which all of 
us wholeheartedly agree with. 

Yet the comments in the film lack presenting the facts and when they 
are mentioned, they do not really correspond with the documents and 
the participants descriptions. 

It may be interesting to elaborate jointly with the team of Coalkatha 
channel a fractography. 

We all should be grateful to the Author of the film for recalling the 
“spirit of Sudamdih”. 

We in Poland would like to share our knowledge and documents about 
Sudamdih 1977 with as many Indian friends as possible and maybe 
successfully work on another film. 
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