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Family and neighbors gather to celebrate the wedding of Agnes Onernek and Joseph Lorbieki at Polonia in 1916. 



'Ille Polim~ OINnenca 

A family party at George Staszak's home in Krakow, 1908. George Staszak plays the violin and Joseph Staszak 
plays guitar. 



A funeral gathering for twelve-year old Hilary Marsolek in Independence, 1915. The deceased boy is pictured in 
the inset. 



Sohieski 

Cover of a pamphlet in Polish intended to encourage immigrants to settle in J. J. Hof's "colonies" of Hofa Park, 
Pulaski, Sobieski, and Krakow, northwest of Green Bay, ca. 1894. 
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J. J. Hof Land Company branch office, Sobieski, 1894. Hof's main office was in Milwaukee, but he opened a 
branch office in Sobieski in the fall of 1894. He employed Polish agents to draw more Polish settlers to the area. 



First grade class, St. Peter's School, Stevens Point. Nearly all Polish parishes had their own primary schools, which 
taught religion and Polish culture in addition to the "three Rs." Easy Polish words were written on the blackboard 
under the alphabet and the nan1e of the school. 
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First Commtmion was a major event in the lives of Polish American Catholic children. SS Peter and Paul parish in 
Independence was fotmded by Poles from Upper Silesia. This photo was taken ca. 191~1917. The priest, Father 
Andrew Gara, had immigrated from Austrian Poland in 1885. He served as pastor of Holy Family parish in 
Poniatowski and Sacred Heart in Pine Creek, among others, before coming to SS Peter and Paul in 1901. 



MILWAUKEE: THREE SETTLEMENTS 

Despite the large number of rural Polish settlements across Wisconsin, by far the 
greatest concentration of Poles was in Milwaukee County. Many Polish immigrants 
worked in Milwaukee before moving on to rural areas, and many more simply stayed. 
Even for tanners who had little experience of city life, the attractions were many: high­
paying jobs, the promise of home ownership, Polish churches, and the proximity of 
fellow Poles. 

According to some accounts, the first Pole in Milwaukee was a sixteen-year-old lad 
named Michael Skupniewicz, who arrived in 1846 and, after saving up five hundred 
dollars, moved to Dodge County, where he bought land near Beaver Dam. Historian 
Robert Camon notes, however, that another Pole, Anthony Stupinski, had settled in 
Milwaukee with his family as early as 1842 or 1843. In any case, by 1847 several Polish 
families called Milwaukee home, and three years later there were at least sixteen Polish 
families in Milwaukee County. 

Polish immigrants continued to trickle in during the 1850s, but their numbers did not 
become significant until after the Civil War. An 1874 article in the Milwaukee Sentinel 
estimated the city's Polish population at seven thousand. There was a rush of Polish 
immigration in the early 1880s, and by the end of the decade, Milwaukee's roughly 
thirty thousand Poles were second in number only to the fifty thousand Germans. The 
Polish population swelled to an estimated forty thousand in 1895 and reached seventy 
thousand in 1910. By this time, Poles had become a prominent and influential element of 
Milwaukee's citizenry. They dominated the southwestern section of the city and also 
occupied an East Side district between Brady Street and the Milwaukee River, as well as 
a fishing community on Jones Island. Seven of the city's twenty-nine Roman Catholic 
parishes were Polish. In addition, the Polish population boasted three free libraries, a 
hundred Polish societies and organizations, and five Polish newspapers. 

More than 80 percent of Wisconsin's Polish immigrants came from the Prussian­
governed areas of Poland, especially from East and West Prussia and the Grand Duchy 
of Poznan. According to the 1900 census, only 11 percent of Wisconsin's Poles were 
from the Russian partition and less than 9 percent from the Austrian partition. This set 
Wisconsin apart from other states with large Polish populations, where, on average, less 
than 40 percent of all Polish immigrants were from the German-speaking Prussian 
partition. 

In 1866 some thirty families established Milwaukee's first Polish parish, which they 
named St. Stanislaus, after Poland's patron saint. The immigrant parishioners raised four 
thousand dollars and purchased a small Lutheran church on the corner of Fifth and 
Mineral Streets. Dedicated in March of 1866, St. Stanislaus was the second Polish parish 
in Wisconsin (after Sacred Heart in Polonia) and the first urban Polish parish in the 



















CREATING THE URBAN VILLAGE 

Milwaukee's Polish neighborhoods, on both the South and the East Side, shared 
distinctive characteristics, partly derived from their Old World heritage. Most Polish 
peasants were accustomed to living in close-knit villages, where houses clustered tightly 
toget11er around an open space or along a single street. Behind each wooden cottage was 
a yard with a barn and other outbuildings. The yard served as a work area and as home to 
the family poultry. In t11e garden next to, in front of, or behind the house, the family 
cultivated a combination of vegetables, herbs, and flowers. 

When they moved to American cities, the majority of Polish immigrants eschewed 
tenement buildings in favor of small, detached houses. Contemporary social reformers 
complained that the yards of Polish immigrants exhibited conditions more befitting a 
village farmyard than a city lot - muddy, strewn with refuse, and often sporting barns 
or chicken coops. Vegetable gardens were squeezed between the front and rear houses. 
Chickens, ducks, and geese were common; some householders even kept pigs and cows. 

Polish immigrants brought with them an intense desire to own property. Owing their 
livelihoods to the soil, Polish peasants valued land ownership above almost everything, 
except perhaps their Catholic faith. In Milwaukee, Poles rapidly achieved an 
extraordinarily high rate of home ownership, especially considering their modest 
incomes. Typically, a family began by building a small cottage on a narrow house lot, 
and then, as soon as finances permitted, they expanded it by t11e least expensive means. 
A 1911 snidy by the British Board of Trade described a typical building sequence and 
the crowding that resulted: 

In the South Side district, where a large class of the poorer section of the Poles live, the custom is to erect first a 
four-roomed frame dwelling. When this has been paid for, it is raised on posts to allow a semi-basement 
dwelling to be constructed underneath, the lower portion being banked round with clay to afford protection 
against the snow in winter. This basement or the upstairs flat is then let by the owner, who, as soon as his funds 
pemlit, substitutes brick walls for the timber of the basement, but the ambition of a Polish house-owner is not 
crowned until he is able to have cement walks and iron railings in front of his house. In the above district a very 
large nun1ber of these semibasements of wood can be seen, and although the outer aspect of the dwellings is not 
unpleasing, they are in general undeniably insanitary, being damp, as the floor of the basement rests on the 
ground. Such houses, which when completed, contain eight rooms, are frequently occupied by four or five 
fanlilies as well as boarders, and as Polish fanlilies are generally large tllis overcrowding is a serious evil. 

The distinctive type of dwelling t11at resulted from jacking the house up and building a 
high basement beneath it came to be known as a "Polish flat," since it was common in 
Polish neighborhoods. Other homeowners expanded their houses by adding onto the 
back or raising the roof, although these methods could be more costly. In addition to 
raising cottages or adding on to buildings, many Polish immigrants increased the 
residential capacity of their properties by constructing second, and even third, dwellings 
at the rear of their narrow lots. These rear cottages were usually one-story frame 
structures built on wooden pile foundations. In many cases, an old cottage was moved 









ORGANIZING COMMUNITY LIFE 

Facing economic hardship in the best of times, Polish immigrants were especially 
vulnerable in the face of financial setbacks. Without the support of the Polish village 
community, the disability or death of a breadwinner could spell catastrophe for a family 
on the edge. Rather than be forced to accept instinnional charity, Polish immigrants 
formed a variety of mutual benefit societies that provided at least a modest death benefit 
for their members. Although their primary purpose was insurance, these fraternal benefit 
societies also brought people together for social events, including meetings, picnics, and 
dances. Most of the fraternal groups were national organizations with regional 
governance structures and local lodges that also served as social clubs and provided 
educational resources. They offered an ethnic alternative to American societies like the 
Freemasons, and they were similar to fraternal organizations that were prevalent among 
many other ethnic groups, including Germans, Scandinavians, and Italians. Ambitious 
Polish immigrants could aspire to positions of influence within the organizations, and 
competition for status was sometimes intense. 

The earliest national Polish fraternal organization was the Polish Roman Catholic 
Union of America (PRCUA), founded in 1873 in Detroit. The largest was the Polish 
National Alliance (PNA). After an organizational meeting in Detroit, the PRCUA held 
its second convention the following year in Chicago, and its third convention in 1875 in 
Milwaukee. The Polish National Alliance, organized in Philadelphia in 1880, moved its 
headquarters to Chicago within a few years. The Polish Falcons of America, a fraternal 
organization dedicated to physical fitness, was organized in Chicago in 1887. 

All of these organizations had chapters in Milwaukee and in other Wisconsin 
communities. Milwaukee's first local PNA society, Group No. 14, was founded not long 
after the inception of the PNA and consisted of members of the Kosciuszko Guard. A 
second society, Group No. 54, composed of members of the Moniuszko Choir, soon 
followed, and more groups sprang up in rapid succession. In 1905 seven groups 
comprised Council No. 8, based on the South Side; by 1946 Council 8 embraced twenty­
five groups from Milwaukee's South Side, West Allis, Cudahy, and South Milwaukee, 
plus an additional seven groups from other parts of Wisconsin. In 1942 Council 8 
acquired its own headquarters - the former Polonia Hall at 809 West Burnham Street. A 
second Milwaukee PNA council, Council No. 115, was organized in 1915; it included 
five groups from Milwaukee's north side, as well as two La Crosse societies. The first 
PRCU group in Milwaukee was founded in 1907, but more soon followed, and by 1946 
Milwaukee had more than thirty local societies. 

Milwaukee was also the birthplace and headquarters of two national Polish fraternal 
organizations. The Association of Poles in America originated in the summer of 1895 
when several Milwaukee chapters of the Polish Roman Catholic Union decided to start a 







IN DEFENSE OF FREEDOM 

In 1874 Milwaukee Poles organized the first Polish military unit in the United States: 
the Kosciuszko Guard, or Company K. The organizer and first captain was August 
Rudzinski. About one hundred men from St. Stanislaus parish responded to the initial 
call for volunteers, and they drilled on Sunday afternoons in the parish hall at St. 
Stanislaus. Since it was the second militia company in the city of Milwaukee, it was 
given the letter B. In 1877 Francis J. Borchardt was selected as captain. Eight years later, 
in 1885, the Kosciuszko Guard purchased two lots on South Sixth Street and began to 
raise funds for an armory building. The South Side Armory, popularly known as 
Kosciuszko Hall, was designed by Bernard Kolpacki and dedicated in July of 1887. 
Much of the South Side population turned out for the ceremony. Community meetings, 
concerts, theatrical performances, and dances were also held at Kosciuszko Hall, which 
became the principal social and cultural center for South Side Poles until it was tom 
down in the 1960s. 

TI1e Kosciuszko Guard inspired pride on the part of the Polish community, and its 
captains were community leaders. Sadly, the guard's first mobilization ended in tragedy. 
In 1886 the unit was summoned, with other guard groups, to quell labor unrest at the Bay 
View Rolling Mill, which employed many Poles from St. Stanislaus parish. At the time, 
Milwaukee had become a center of the nationwide movement for an eight-hour workday. 
Two German labor leaders, Robert Schilling and Paul Grottkau, organized the Eight­
Hour League, which set a deadline of May 1, 1886, for Milwaukee 's employers to 
comply with its demands. As the date drew near, strikes spread throughout the city, and 
when the deadline arrived, more than six thousand men had left their places of work. 
Many were Poles. On May 3, a general strike shut down the entire city. 

On May 4, about a thousand striking Polish laborers met at St. Stanislaus Church to 
march on the last major industrial plant that remained open - the Bay View Rolling 
Mill. As the crowd gathered outside the plant, a delegation of labor leaders went inside 
to confer with the plant's managers. Meanwhile, Governor Jeremiah Rusk had called out 
three militia units, including the Kosciuszko Guard. As the guardsmen entered the gates 
of the rolling mill, the crowd pelted them with sticks, stones, and garbage. The plant was 
shut down, but anticipating further trouble, the guardsmen spent the night. On the 
morning of May 5, an even larger crowd, about fifteen hundred strong, assembled at St. 
Stanislaus and marched again on the rolling mill. As they approached the plant, the 
militia opened fire, killing somewhere between five and nine people. Two of the dead 
were bystanders - a Polish schoolboy and a retired Bay View man. Polish laborers 
filled St. Stanislaus Church for the funerals of the slain. Outraged at the guard's 
participation in the attack on their countrymen, Polish workers boycotted the businesses 
of Kosciuszko Guard members. Afterward, however, the militia commander was cleared 





ARTS AND CULTURE 

In addition to the many fraternal benefit societies, a variety of performing arts groups 
reinforced Polish cultural identity through their meetings and public performances. Poles 
living under the Prussian partition had established their own versions of German singing 
societies and later carried the tradition to America. In Milwaukee, as in other Polish 
settlements, no official celebration was complete without a performance of religious, 
patriotic, and folk songs. Amateur choirs and singing groups also presented concerts in 
Polish churches, halls, and theaters. In 1873 Antoni Mallek, a recent immigrant from the 
Prussian partition, organized a choir at St. Stanislaus parish. His brother, Konstanty 
(Constantine) Mallek, subsequently served as organist and teacher at St. Stanislaus, St. 
Hyacinth, and St. Adalbert churches, and directed many Polish singing groups in 
Milwaukee. Early choir concerts were usually held in church halls, but the completion of 
Kosciuszko Hall in 1887 provided a venue for all kinds of musical and dramatic 
productions. About 1885, a group of music and drama lovers formed the Moniuszko 
Society, which later became the Harmonia Society. Harmonia was soon followed by a 
women's equivalent, the Kalina Society. For more than forty years, Harmonia and 
Kalina performed separately and together at Polish patriotic observances, produced 
several plays, and staged a large number of operettas. In the 1920s the Polish Opera Club 
even staged grand operas in t11e Polish language, including Stanislaw Moniuszko's great 
national opera, Halka. 

In the pretelevision age, amateur drama was another popular form of recreation for 
both audience and performers. Beginning in the 1880s, a number of Polish literary and 
dramatic societies took the stage in Milwaukee, as elsewhere around the country. Nearly 
every parish had its own theatrical group. Parish choirs sometimes performed dramatic 
pieces and operettas, in addition to concerts. Beginning about 1915, the Polish Theatre 
Organization presented local Polish actors perfonning drama and comedy in a converted 
movie house of the same name at Eighth and West Mitchell Streets. A later group, the 
Polish Fine Arts Club, originated with a performance of Polish dancing and singing 
called the "Polish Wedding" that was performed at an international festival held at 
Milwaukee's lakefront in the summer of 1930. 



THE POLISH PRESS 

Immigrants yearned for news from home and about their countrymen in other 
American communities. New arrivals also needed advice on adjusting to American 
society and politics. As educated Poles began arriving in the United States, they 
attempted to meet these needs by establishing newspapers written in the Polish language. 
After two Polish-language newspapers, Chicago's Przyjaciel Ludu (The People's Friend) 
and New York's Zgoda (Accord), were briefly published in Milwaukee at the start of the 
1880s, an ambitious young immigrant named Michael Kruszka put Milwaukee on the 
map for Polish newspaper readers. 

Michal (Michael) Kruszka (1860-1918) was the son of a relatively prosperous Polish 
farmer in Slabomierz, in the Poznan province of the Prussian partition of Poland. He 
received the equivalent of a high school education and showed an early inclination for 
both journalism and politics. In 1877 he was arrested for anti-Prussian activities but was 
released because he was not yet eighteen. In 1880 Kruszka left Poland for the United 
States, working in New York, New Jersey, and Chicago before arriving in Milwaukee in 
1883. After two unsuccessful attempts to establish independent newspapers in 
Milwaukee, Kruszka launched the Kuryer Polski (Polish Courier) on June 23, 1888, with 
one hundred twenty-five dollars borrowed from friends. He built the paper into 
America's first successful Polish-language daily, with a nationwide readership. Kruszka 
continued as editor of the influential newspaper until his death in 1918, when his son-in­
law Stanislaus Zwierzchowski assumed the editorship. Three years later, Zwierzchowski 
turned management of the paper over to Czeslaw (Chester) Dziadulewicz, who served as 
editor until 1938. 

Michael Kruszka was a controversial figure and an outspoken critic of Wisconsin's 
church hierarchy, especially Milwaukee's German archbishop, Sebastian Messmer. From 
the pages of the Kuryer, Kruszka advocated tirelessly for Polish clergy to be given a 
larger role, and especially for a Polish bishop to be appointed. He opposed the building 
of extravagant churches, since the resultant debt burden fell on working-class 
parishioners who could ill afford it. Kruszka also argued for introducing Polish-language 
instruction in public schools. The church viewed this as an attempt to undermine the 
parochial school system. As the disputes between the church hierarchy and the Kuryer 
Polski became increasingly bitter, Messmer attempted to counter the influence of the 
popular paper by supporting a series of newspapers that presented the church's point of 
view. In 1906 the Reverend Boleslaw Goral, with church backing, established the 
Nowiny Polskie (The Polish News). Messmer subsequently issued a pastoral letter 
forbidding the faithful to read the Kuryer, on pain of forfeiting their right to church 
sacraments. Parish priests were directed to read the letter from the pulpit and to inquire 
into their parishioners' reading habits during confession. The pastoral interdiction had 





SPORTS 

Athletic activity was another arena reinforcing Polish American identity. Organized 
athletics began when the Polish Falcons introduced physical drills, weightlifting, and 
gymnastics to its members. The Falcons established two principal lodges, or "nests," in 
Milwaukee. One was located on the South Side and the other, still in existence, on the 
North Side. After the turn of the twentieth century, boxing and wrestling became popular 
spectator sports, and several Polish fighters from Milwaukee gained a measure of fame. 
Bowling also enjoyed widespread popularity among Milwaukee's Poles. Many 
neighborhood taverns, and even churches, had a few lanes, while local groups of the 
major fraternal organizations sponsored their own leagues. 

Polish parishes and businesses also fielded their own teams to play the quintessentially 
American sport of baseball. Amateur teams played on makeshift fields and diamonds. In 
1908 Louis Fons, a prominent real estate agent, built the South Side Ball Park, with 
capacity for five thousand spectators. A baseball player himself, Fons helped to organize 
a semiprofessional team that became known as the Kosciuszko Reds. The popular team 
played from 1909 until 1919 and won several championships in their distinctive red and 
white unifonns. 



"WE, THE MILWAUKEE POLES" 

By the early twentieth century, nearly half of Wisconsin's Poles lived in Milwaukee 
County - by far the largest concentration in the state. Jobs and social opportunities 
drew both newcomers and second-generation Poles whose families had settled in other 
parts of the state to Milwaukee. In urban areas, Polish immigrants who had grown up 
knowing only farm work were usually hired for unskilled industrial jobs. In Milwaukee, 
they worked in foundries, tanneries, breweries, and mills, or they graded streets and dug 
sewers. Later, they took up skilled trades, such as carpentry, and with time, they began to 
establish their own small businesses, including grocery stores and saloons. Polish women 
also contributed to the economy. Almost all single Polish women were employed. Some 
started out in domestic service, but a sizable number worked in factories or retail 
establishments. Even after marriage, many women continued to earn an income, if not 
working for wages, then by sewing, raising livestock, or taking in boarders. 

By the nim of the twentieth cenniry, several of Milwaukee's Poles had founded 
successful industrial enterprises. Casimir Janiszewski's Superior Steel Products Co., 
Sylvester Wabiszewski's Maynard Electric Steel Corp., and Miszewski and Bykowski's 
National Plating Co. employed many Polish laborers. Other Poles entered professions 
such as medicine, architecnire, pharmacy, and law. One of Milwaukee's foremost Polish 
community leaders was Francis X. Swietlik, a Milwaukee-born Pole who received his 
law degree in 1914. After practicing law for twenty years, he became dean of the 
Marquette University law school in 1934. In Polish circles, Swietlik attained national 
stature as cenzor of the Polish National Alliance, one of t11e organization's highest 
offices. 

As Poles increased in numbers and gained confidence in American society, t11ey began 
to enter public life. In Milwaukee, August Rudzi6ski was elected to the county board in 
1878. His son, Theodore Rudzi6ski, became an alderman in 1882. While still at a 
disadvantage in the overwhelmingly German city of Milwaukee, Poles formed a sizable 
voting bloc within the Democratic Party. Depending on the issue, however, they did not 
always vote Democratic, and since Polish voters often held the balance of power, neither 
party could afford to disregard them. Between five and eight of the city's wards sent 
Polish Americans to the city council, and Poles held a number of municipal offices. For 
example, Ignace Czerwinski was the first Polish American member of the board of fire 
and police commissioners. Frank Niezorawski served on t11e board of public works from 
1900 to 1904 and was succeeded by Stanley E. Czerwinski. In 1927 Leon M. Gurda 
became Milwaukee's second building inspector and served for many years. Walter J. 
Swietlik was the first Polish American commissioner of public works. Roman 
Czerwinski served as city comptroller from 1890 to 1894, and for the next forty years, 
Polish Americans had a virtual comer on the post. 





POLONIA REBORN 

During World War I, immigration from Poland came to a halt, but, harboring hope 
that the defeat of Pmssia could result in the liberation of Poland, Polish Americans took 
a keen interest in the war's progress. A number of young Polish American men enlisted 
in the armed forces with the goal of freeing Poland. Under the slogan, "He who buys a 
bond helps Poland," many Polish Americans bought liberty bonds to aid the war effort. 
After the end of hostilities, there was a brief resurgence of immigration, but U.S. 
restrictions imposed in 1919 virtually cut off the flow. At the same time, with Polish 
nationhood restored by the Treaty of Versailles, a much-publicized campaign 
encouraged Poles living in America to move back to Poland in order to help rebuild the 
nation. Some immigrants did return to Poland, whether for patriotic reasons or because 
they were homesick and had not become successful in America, but the numbers were 
not large. The period between the two world wars nevertheless inspired resurgent 
patriotism among Poles on both sides of the Atlantic. Polish Americans followed news 
of their homeland closely, and many contributed financial resources to bolster the growth 
of the reborn nation. 

Poland's independence was short-lived, however. Witl1in days of Hitler's attack on 
Poland in September 1939, Milwaukee's Polish community mobilized to provide their 
countrymen with humanitarian aid. Polish American organizations and community 
leaders formed the Polish Relief Committee, which later became Wisconsin Chapter No. 
18 of a national organization, American Relief for Poland. The relief committee was 
headed by Milwaukee's most prominent Polish Americans: Attorney Thaddeus 
Wasielewski was the first president. He was succeeded by Leon M. Gurda, Milwaukee's 
building inspector, while Judge John C. Kleczka served as honorary president. Francis 
X. Swietlik, dean of Marquette University's School of Law, was elected as the national 
president of American Relief for Poland. 



POSTWAR POLONIA 

World War II represented a watershed for Wisconsin's Polish community. After the 
war's end, the population boom brought on by returning G Is, coupled with rapid 
economic growth, caused many Polish families in Milwaukee to move out of the old 
neighborhoods into newly developed suburbs. Since new immigration had for the most 
part ended a generation before, Wisconsin's Poles were largely assimilated to American 
culture. Polish parishes and other organizations made the inevitable transition from the 
Polish to the English language. 

After the end of the war in Europe, many Polish military men and civilians found 
themselves outside of Poland and unable to return because of the hostile Communist 
government. In 1948 Polish Americans in Milwaukee organized the Committee for the 
Resettlement of Poles in Wisconsin. The committee issued affidavits of support for 
displaced persons living in German refugee camps and in England. It also organized 
English-language courses for the new immigrants and helped them find jobs and 
housing. Before long, about five hundred families had settled in the Milwaukee area. 
Most were sponsored and employed by the Patrick Cudahy firm. Patrick Cudahy's 
brother, John Cudahy, had been the American ambassador to Poland during the interwar 
years. 

Despite the efforts of Polish Americans to assist the postwar immigrants in adjusting 
to American life, the different backgrounds and expectations of the two groups stood in 
the way of easy integration. Polish Americans assumed that the newcomers would 
depend on them for advice and material assistance, much as they or their parents and 
grandparents had depended on those who came before. The refugees, however, 
sometimes looked down on their would-be benefactors and disparaged their ignorance of 
Polish language and culture, as well as their blue-collar stan1s. Many postwar immigrants 
were disappointed to find that their Polish education and professional skills were not 
always valued in the United States. Rather than joining the established Polonian 
institutions, they founded their own organizations, often with a military or cultural focus. 
In Milwaukee, these included the Polish Combatants' Association (1952), the Polonia 
Sport Club (1950), and Polanki, the Polish Women's Cultural Club of Milwaukee 
(1953), as well as others that no longer exist. A Wisconsin chapter of the Polish 
American Congress, a national political action organization formed in the aftermath of 
World War II, also emerged during this period. 

For most of the Cold War years, the Polish government made it difficult for Polish 
citizens to travel abroad, much less emigrate. With the rise of the Solidarity trade union 
in 1980, passport regulations were temporarily liberalized and a number of Poles, mainly 
well-educated professionals, took advantage of the oppornmity to leave Poland. After the 
imposition of martial law in December 1981, the Polish government even forced some 





INTO THE FUTURE 

Renewed Polish immigration during the 1980s and 1990s added new layers on top of 
the old Polish community. The newer immigrants were generally well educated and 
adapted easily to American society. They might converse with each other in Polish, but 
most of them also spoke English. Nevertheless, like early Polish immigrants attending 
German or Irish churches, Polish-born Catholics in Milwaukee on the cusp of the 
twenty-first century wanted to worship in their native language. In a pattern reminiscent 
of the past, Polish-speaking Catholics first attended Polish-language services conducted 
by a visiting priest, then formed a committee and appealed to the Archbishop for 
permission to organize a separate parish. In 2003, they created a Polish-speaking 
congregation, which shares the old Polish church of SS Cyril and Methodius with its 
now English-speaking congregation. The new Polish parish was named for St. 
Maximilian Kolbe, a Polish priest who was martyred in Auschwitz and canonized by 
Pope John Paul II in 1982. Then, in January of 2010, the installation of Jerome Listecki 
as Archbishop of Milwaukee brought belated fulfillment to the old aspirations of 
Milwaukee's Polish Catholics for a bishop who shares their ethnic heritage. 

In 2000, Milwaukee's Polish American community achieved another milestone when 
the Polish Fest organization dedicated its own building, known as the Polish Center of 
Wisconsin. Keeping pace with changing times, the founders followed the path of 
postwar migration and purchased property in the southwestern suburb of Franklin, rather 
than in the traditional Polish neighborhood. Significantly, the Polish Center's parklike 
setting and architectural style hark back to the manor houses of the landed gentry, not the 
modest cottages Polish peasants would have lived in. 

In the twenty-first cenniry, when the descendants of immigrants have successfully 
entered the mainstream of American life, the challenge will be to maintain a sense of 
Polish identity. It may help to look back - to recall t11e culnire their ancestors left in 
Poland, the values they brought to Wisconsin, and the hardships they overcame to build 
a better life for themselves and their heirs. 
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Mother and child in front of their cottage near Wincllake Avenue on Milwaukee's South Side, ca. 1885. Many 
Polish inunigrant families realized their dreams of home ownership in worker' s cottages like this, built on cedar post 
foundations. After some years, the house would be jacked up and "underpinned" with a brick basement. Often, the 
basements were built high enough to accommodate separate living quarters. The result has come to be known as a 
"Polish flat. " 



Pulaski Su·eet, in Milwaukee's East Side Polish neighborhood, followed the crooked path of a filled-in ravine. The 
store at left was Jolm Fojut's grocery, 952 Pulaski Street (now 1870 North Pulaski Street), 1922. 
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Joseph B. Kuszewski's grocery at 951 Bremen Street (now 2541 North Bremen Street), ca. 1905. The Kuszewski 
family lived above the store. Below: The interior of Paul Kuszewski's grocery at the same location, ca. 1910. Paul was 
the son of Joseph B. Kuszewski. 



Bernard Kosciesza (behind counter, center) opened this meat market at 788 Forest Home Avenue (now 1583 West 
Forest Home Avenue) in Milwaukee arotmd 1916. Various types of sausage hang from overhead racks, with other 
smoked meats on the right. 



Wedding portrait and certificate of naturalization for Sylvester Gurda, dated July 10, 1888. Sylvester Gurda worked 
as a letter carrier in Milwaukee. He married Victoria Orzechowski on September 7, 1886. Two of their sons became 
architects: Leon was Milwaukee's Building Inspector, and Francis designed St. Adalbert's Church in Milwaukee. 
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St. Stanislaus (1866) was the first Polish parish in Milwaukee and the first urban Polish parish in the United States. 
The first church was a small building purchased from a Lutheran congregation. This is the second church building, 
dedicated in 1873 and photographed by the Historic American Buildings Survey in 1960. 



Interior of St. Stanislaus Church, facing the altar, 1960 



An expanding population of Polish immigrants on Milwaukee's South Side meant that St. Stanislaus Church could 
no longer acconunodate all of its faithful. In 1882, under the leadership of the Rev. Hyacinth Guiski, the congregation 
decided to divide the parish's territory and establish a new congregation, St. Hyacinth's, for parishioners living west of 
5th Avenue (present-day South 10th Street). TI1e church was dedicated in 1883. 



St. Josaphat Basilica stands on Lincoln Avenue in the heart of Milwaukee's South Side Polish neighborhood. 
Modeled after St. Peter's in Rome, St. Josaphat's is the largest church in Milwaukee. It was completed in 1901 and 
designated a basilica in 1929. The smaller building to the left was the real estate office of Barney Czerwinski when 
this photo was taken, ca. 1920. 



_ ..... 
- - -

Kaszubian fishermen from the Hel peninsula in Poland settled this strip of low-lying land known as Jones Island in 
the Milwaukee Harbor. Ca. 1890. 



Ponrait of Michael Kruszka in 1912. Kruszka founded the daily Kuryer Polski (Polish Courier) in 1888 and served 
as editor until his death in 1918. 



The Reverend Waclaw (Wenceslaus) Kruszka, half-brother of Michael Kruszka. As pastor of St. Wenceslaus 
Church in Ripon and St. Adalbert Church in Milwaukee, Kruszka agitated for the appointment of Polish bishops. He 
wrote a pioneering history of Polish settlement in America. 



Fishing shanties and boats on Jones Island. Most of the island's inhabitants made their living by fishing and related 
trades. 



Bronze statue of Tadeusz Kosciuszko, erected in Kosciuszko Park, Milwaukee, and sculpted by Gaetano 
Trentanove. The Milwaukee Journal reported that sixty thousand people attended the dedication of the Kosciuszko 
Monument in 1905. 



Company K of the Wisconsin National Guard, popularly known as the Kosciuszko Guard, was mustered into 
federal service for World War I at Camp Douglas on July 31, 1917. 



Polish children display American patriotism at this picnic sponsored by the Dctbrowka women's society on July 11, 
1912, in Milwaukee. 



Amateur dramatics were a popular form of entertainment in the pretelevision age. This group of actors from the 
Amateur Dramatic Circle of St. Hyacinth' s Church don costumes depicting Polish and military characters for a 1914 
performance. 



Maciej Wojda (first row, center) stands next to his wife, Ewa, who holds their youngest son, Tadeusz, in front of 
their house on First Avenue in the Town of Lake (now South 6th Street in Milwaukee). The occasion was the wedding 
of Maciej and Ewa' s oldest daughter, Franciska (Frania) to Stanislaw Sliiewski on August 8, 1898. 



MEMOIR OF MY LIFE 

Maciej Wojda, November 1928 

Translated from the original Polish by 
Michael J. Mikos and Susan Gibson Mikos 

HEADNOTE 

Maciej (Mathias or Matthew) Wojda (1853- 1933) came to Milwaukee in 1868, just 
two years after the founding of the city's first Polish parish - St. Stanislaus. His life 
story is representative of many early Polish immigrant experiences. Two of his older 
brothers had arrived earlier to find work and buy passage for the rest of the family. 
Maciej and his family entered the United States through the port of Quebec. Maciej's 
father, Pawel (Paul), worked in Milwaukee for a short time, then found work on a farm 
in Muskego and soon purchased his own farm. After Pawel died, the family moved back 
to Milwaukee. As a young man, Maciej worked briefly in Michigan and Chicago, but he 
returned to Milwaukee and learned carpentry under a German builder, John Fellens. He 
worked on construction projects in various cities, including Milwaukee, St. Francis, 
Fond du Lac, and Madison. Later, he and his brother Piotr went into business together. 

In 1928 Maciej decided to write a memoir of his life. He divided the 160-page 
manuscript into three parts. The first part introduces his parents and sketches the life 
histories of his eight siblings. The second part describes his life in Poland, the journey to 
America, and his life in Wisconsin. In the third part - which is not included in this 
excerpt - Maciej reviews his career as a carpenter and builder, then offers observations 
and anecdotes relating to various subjects, including drinking, medical care, Milwaukee 
priests, religious fanaticism, Indians, and the number thirteen. 

Maciej addressed this memoir to his children and grandchildren. Although he had little 
formal schooling, Maciej was a shrewd and articulate observer with a keen sense of 
humor. His spontaneous writing style gives the reader a sense of listening to the 
reminiscences of a kindly grandfather. 

The original manuscript of Maciej Wojda's memoir, written in Polish, was donated to 
the Polish Roman Catholic Union in 1943 by Jan Rctpala, editor of the Polish Roman 
Catholic newspaper Nowiny Polskie. The handwritten document is now housed in the 
archives of the Polish Museum of America in Chicago. 

TRANSLATORS' NOTE 





MY FAMILY IN THE OLD COUNTRY AND HERE IN 
AMERICA 

I, Maciej Wojda, a Polish old-timer, a citizen of the United States of North America, 
residing at present in the city of Milwaukee, state of Wisconsin, in the parish of St. 
Josaphat, now in my eighties, after my experiences in life, want to leave to my children, 
grandchildren, and great-grandchildren this memoir, so it may serve for instruction and 
meditation. [ ... ] 

I was born in Poland, in the village of Falmierowo, and baptized in Gromadno on the 
twenty-eighth of May in 1853. I am the son of Pawel and Joanna, nee Mulka, Wojda, 
who came from Frydlctd [now Debrzno] near Zlot6w. There were six of us brothers and 
three sisters, that is~ : 

1. Jan 

2. Piotr 

3. Michal 

4. Jozef 

5. Maryanna 

6. Pawel 

7. Maciej 

8. Paulina 

9. Ewa 

Jan, the oldest, [was] a wheelwright because Father was a wheelwright. Jan was a 
Prussian soldier and took part in two wars, in Denmark and Austria, and was already 
married with two children. 

Piotr was also a wheelwright and a Prussian soldier, but he wasn't in any war because 
he finished his service in 1865. At the beginning of 1866 he went to America with our 
brother Michal, who was a tailor but was not in the military. Two days after Piotr's 
departure, three summonses came for him to report for service: one at noon, the second 
in the evening, and the third at midnight, and then they telegraphed to Bremen to stop 
him but the ship was already too far out at sea, so they had to leave him in peace, thanks 
be to God, because on account of that, Willy [King Wilhelm I of Prussia] had one less 
Polish soldier in the war. Before [Piotr] went away, he had a lot of trouble getting a 
permit to leave, and if he had come across a tough Kraut, who knows if he wouldn't have 
had to go to war, but he came out all right because he happened on a good man, though a 
German, and [he had] an even better wife. When he went to the sergeant in Wyrzysk for 









MY LIFE IN THE OLD COUNTRY AND HERE IN 
AMERICA 

And now comes the one whose crony and school friend, the late Mrs. Lab~cka, nee 
Miss J6zefina Sikora, called "you hothead," that is I, Maciej Wojda. 

Here I will describe the history of my life as accurately as possible, but I beg of you, 
please do not laugh at my writing or criticize it, because I didn't attend any high school, 
only a village school, and that not even regularly, since when there was work in the 
fields, it was "March!" whether you were a whippersnapper, a laborer, or a craftsman. 
And there was always a lot of it, leading the horses for plowing potatoes or beets, or 
during the harvest, pulling the horses up when grain was loaded onto wagons. Not like it 
is now when seventeen-year-old beanpoles still go to school with books under their 
arms, and they don't apply themselves to learning, but just chase girls. For the most part 
they'll end up neither fish nor fowl - too dumb for a good position and too lazy for 
honest, hard work. [ ... ] 

So then, as has already been written in the first chapter, I was born in 1853 in 
Falmierowo, Wyrzysk district, Bydgoszcz area, in the Duchy of Poznan, so I am a 
Poznan man, body and soul, and I will remain so until my death, and above all a Pole. 
Nevertheless, I can speak, not badly, four languages, that is: Polish, English, German, 
and as they say, Low Dutch, and in Dutch I could get by (but about that later, because 
one shouldn't mix everything up like peas and cabbage). Thus, I am not so dumb as 
some think, but if I don't know where to put a period or a comma in writing, it isn't my 
fault, because I didn't study that. That is for those who attend high school, but not for 
those who go to a village school. Because there has to be time for everything, and most 
of all for good learning, and I didn't have that; and therefore, I ask whoever reads this to 
have mercy on me and think to himself, "This poor fellow wanted to [study] but 
couldn't, while there are so many who can, but don't feel like it!" 

My first school was in Glesno near Wyrzysk, I don't remember for how long, because 
we lived on the Bagdad manorial farm, which belonged to Glesno but was rented out. 
We lived there seven years, I know, and in 1864 we moved to Izabela. The closest town 
was Mrocza, in Zabartowo Parish. Count Kazimierz Kaczorowski was the squire and he 
was a very good master. He didn't mistreat anyone and did not permit his officials to do 
so, under severe penalty. His greatest [show of] anger, when someone was guilty, was to 
say: "You dumbbell!" - and sometimes he would repeat it. On the other hand he had a 
wife who was a hard woman, because she was, after all, the Right Honorable Lady, nee 
Princess Marinia Czartoryski. She was evil, and she swore until the palace was lit up 
with thunderbolts, which I heard with my own ears, because I was there almost every 
day after school, since my older brother Pawe} was a servant there. I had it good there, 
because the masters had only one son, Jozef, and he was almost the same age as I, so I 
























































