EMPATON – An Award for Heartfelt Awareness
EMPATON is an award given for acts of heartfelt awareness during Pieniny Ultra-Trail®. Any participant, spectator, volunteer, or even a bystander who witnesses an act of empathy can submit a nomination.
Last year, the award was given to Piotr Żydek. When we met to present him with the trophy, we discovered that he serves in the Volunteer Fire Department—coincidence?
“I met Piotr after Bacówka na Obidzy - he appeared like an angel from the sky. I was struggling, the weather was getting worse, and my thoughts were all over the place. Even though he had his own race plan, he decided to stay with me. He was incredibly caring, setting the pace and checking in on me constantly. He pulled me out of the mud several times, chatted to keep me going, and kept track of time. After Durbaszka, we agreed to finish the race together - and that’s exactly what we did: 18 hours, 26 minutes.”
— Wioletta Kozdrój

Kuba (Pieniny Ultra-Trail®): Were you surprised by your nomination for EMPATON 2024?
Piotr: Yes! People perceive the same situation in very different ways. For me, it was just normal. I joined her for a while, and then I realized - what difference would 20 or 30 minutes make for me? I know myself; I would have kept wondering whether she was still going, if she had given up. I knew it was better to continue together and finish the distance as a team. It gave me peace of mind, knowing everything was okay. The result didn’t matter to me - I’m not in the top rankings, I wasn’t fighting for the podium. So for me, it was just natural.
Kuba: Do you think just having company is enough in moments like that?
Piotr: I don’t know if it works for everyone, but I know from my own experience that when you hit a rough patch, just having someone there - even if they don’t say anything, just walking alongside you - can be incredibly motivating. It makes you think, "They’re still going, so why should I stop now? I’ll at least make it to the next checkpoint."
Monika (Rak’n’Roll Foundation): We see the same thing in illness. Simply being there for someone is incredibly important. As our psycho-oncologist says, sometimes the most important thing is just to be present. You don’t always know what to do - just like in a race - but just being there is what truly matters.
Kuba: Why do acts of kindness still surprise us?
Piotr: I think people are just afraid. Sometimes they don’t know how to help, or they’re scared of making things worse. But often, all it takes is approaching someone and asking, "Are you okay?"
Kuba: Where does your awareness of others come from?
Piotr: I think it comes from my experience as a firefighter. We always work in teams - six people per call, divided into two-person units. When two people go in, two people come out.
Monika: So there’s always a companion?
Piotr: Always. If I don’t know something, my partner helps me. If he doesn’t know something, I help him. We double-check each other ten times - whether it’s putting on equipment or anything else. I always have someone to rely on, and they can rely on me. Maybe that translates to trail running too. If I stop to chat with someone, why not keep going together?
Monika: But you gave up your race time…
Piotr: Sometimes it’s worth it. This [EMPATON trophy] is probably the most meaningful award I’ll ever receive. Because, to me… this is just normal. Maybe it’s because of the fire service, or maybe I’ve just always been this way.

Due to an injury, Piotr won’t be competing this year, but he’ll be out on the course supporting others. Meanwhile, Wioletta will take on the Niepokorny Mnich challenge once again, and we hope to welcome her at the finish line.
How to Submit a Nomination for EMPATON 2025?
Within 48 hours after the event (until Monday at 8:00 PM), send an email to empaton@raknoll.pl with the following details:
· Describe the situation
· Provide as much information as possible about the nominee (name, race number, or anything that helps us contact them)
· Include your name, surname, and phone number
Let's celebrate acts of kindness—because small gestures can make a big difference!

