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IDROBNE ECIFA
By Greg Kishel
Series Introduction

With this issue we inaugurate a new series of arti-
clesthatlbopewillbeofim:tmtoleghnlhistm
andthclocalPol'sh-AnrriunculnnalgmupsasweIl
as our genealogical community. In the years when
Minmso(ahadawbslanﬁalmdfar-ihmg i
of Polish immigrants, it supported two Polish-

newspapers: Winona's Wiarus (retitled for a brief time

as Katwolik) and Nowiny Minnesockie out of St. Panl
Historical Society microfilmed the extant runs of both.
'IhcmmsaxeavailablealmeMinmaHistory
Center in St. Paul; individual rolls can be obtained at
other locations via the Inter-Library Loan system.

I was unaware of the research value of these news-
papers until October, 2000, when John Radzitowski
gave a presentation on the secular rituals of rural
Minnesota’s Polonia to the PGS-MN.! During an in-
tensive search of the filmed run of Wiarus, John had
discovered a trove of locally-generated correspondence
and reportage from the four comers of Minnesota.
Much of it was quite colorful and detailed in its preser-
vation of the early life of the immigrant communities.
John compiled a list of all of this journalism over the
time that Wiarus featured it, from 1885 to about 1914.

I had intended to ask John to give me a hand on
my own research into the early years of Northeastern
Minnesota’s Polonia, but our PGS-MN colleague Ray
Marshall beat me to it. With John’s help, Ray assem-
bled copies of Wiarus correspondence that had been
by-lined in St. Louis, Carlton, and Pine Counties in
Minnesota and Douglas County in Wisconsin, and a
few scattered items from elsewhere in Minnesota. Ray
very graciously made multiple copies of the set to
deposit at the Immigration History Research Center at
the University of Minnesota, the Northeast Minnesota
History Center at the University of Minnesota-Duluth,
and our own PGS-MN library collection.

He also started an index-table for the set, and asked

Ljohn's presentation came out of one he gave to the
Polish American Historical Association earlier in 2000, at
its annual meeting in Krakéw. John used many of his find-
ings in a fine illustrated article on Minnesota's early rural
Polish settlements, published recently in the Spring, 2002
issue of Minnesota ”llslory. at pp. 16-28

for my in ascertaining the content of the articles.
Aslb:m&hu-ihﬁeﬁdm
Siownik Polsko-Angielski and Teack Yourseif Polisk, 1
g0t very excited about their potential Here, it scemed,
was a century-old mother-lode of fi chromicles,
buried in 2 language now lost to the descendants of
their anthors and subjects.

The articles divided into at least four different types
by content: current reportage of routine bcoﬂfm
arrival and the foundation of their parishes; “travel-

" p ing the physical environments,
’e Commentaries on
politics and activities within their parishes and frater-
nal organizations. Once in awhile the text was very
hard to wade through, with difficult sentence structure
and unfamiliar literary or Biblical references. More
often, the writing style was straightforward, adjusting
fadntm&ncymusrrun—mmwmmube
patience and a good dictionary, such material w
accessible enough to one with a middling self-taught
grasp of written Polish.

Some of the arti i the polemical ones-—-
wemby—linedwithmnnedpm-nm.pmdnga
neat puzzle for researchers more familiar with the
makeupofthccommuniﬁwﬁomwhiehlhcyspmg.
In many, however, the authors identified themselves
by name or age or ion. A time or two I found
myself admiring the pluck of a female
probably of teen age, doing the duty of a deceased
mother on an isolated farmstead or on the iron frontier
oftheVermili(mRangc.bulwﬂlinglohllothusaboul
it in print. Clearly, there were some very vital, human
stories locked away here.

I decided that uncovering and sharing this material
was squarely within our society's mission, and that 1
would be the agent of doing so. A regular column
would be the vehicle, each installment focused on a
particular town. A series heading came to me while 1
Wredover Ray's compilation. Hieronim Derdowski,

iarus’s editor, had run regular compilations of very
short items of Polonian under the title
Drobne Echa--“Little Echoes.™ I decided I would
revive this very evocative title to honor him for pre-
serving the material in the first place.?

2Qur sister organization, the Polish American Cultural
[nstitute of Minnesota, did much the same several years
when it resurrected the title Nowiny Minnesockie for its
newsletter,
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After spending some time on selected articles from
Ray's Wiarus compilation, I decided to branch out a
bit. When I combed through the list of the IHRC’s
microfilm holdings of Polish-language newspapers
from across the country, I noticed a title identified to
St. Paul, of which I had been ignorant--Sforice, “The
Sun.” When I inspected it, I found that it had been the
newspaper of the fledgling Polish Union in America,
an offshoot of the Polish National Alliance that was
founded in St. Paul. It contained a small amount of
local reportage from outstate Minnesota in addition to
its Twin Cities coverage. Then, while doing some
personal genealogical research in early-1900s issues
of Rolnik, from Stevens Point, Wisconsin, I noted
frequent and lively correspondence from several
Minnesota towns, including Little Falls and Duluth.
Finally, using the indexes to the publications of the
Polish National Catholic Church, I found items from
Straz on the foundation of that denomination’s parish
in Duluth, St. Josephat’s. I took copies of as much of
this material as I could, on a random basis from Rolnik
and Straz and on a more thorough basis from Storice,

and started plugging away on the translation.3

As 1 got more deeply into the material, I found a few
potential flashpoints for a 21st-century republication.
In a couple of items, I found examples of the block-
headed anti-Semitism that too many of our Polish
forebears espoused. All of it seemed to be by way of
casual references, not essential to the subjects or
meaning of the pieces. I also encountered many more
cthnically-based jibes, directed toward a variety of
groups: the German people in general, the Irish-
descended hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church in
America, and even another nationality or two. Finally,
some correspondents took very specific shots at the
character or actions of other Polish-Americans in their
communities.

This presented a clash of two values. On the one
hand, it’s always been my motto that “real gencalogists
don't blink,” and neither should serious historians. We
should all strive to accurately recreate the past, and the
best such reconstruction is one with all the warts and
wrinkles. Just as strongly, however, I get disturbed
whenever I see modern-day Polish-Americans and
Jewish Americans perpetuate a nasty undertone of
distrust and recrimination when they talk about the
heritage and past actions of the ancestors of the other
group. This is especially annoying when it expands to

31 have compiled an index of the local reportage from
about two-thirds of Storice's short run, and hope to finish it
by the end of the year for publication here.

suspicion of the motivations of present-day historians
and genealogists, in the way they conduct their
research and present their findings. It seriously under-
cuts one of the PGS-MN’s central messages when our
communications include examples of such rancor, or
might act to prompt it now, however unwittingly; this
organization was founded on an express philosophy of
inclusiveness, to cover the members of all ethnic
groups that inhabited the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth at its height.

So, I made a policy decision to split the blanket, but
on a rationale that I think is defensible. Many pioneer
Polish-American institutions were founded against a
backdrop of ethnic rivalry in the New World, particu-
larly in their first parish communities. Their story
simply can’t be told without including the carping
about the Germans and the Irish. Thus, I decided to
leave that in. (Here and there it’s actually funny, at
least if one puts on the same cthnic thick skin that we
Iron Rangers grow from birth.) I also took adeep
breath and decided to leave in the negative characteri-
zations about particular individuals, as long as they did
not reflect in some way on their present-day descen-
dants. After all, this material is a century old, more or
less, and under Anglo-American common law one can-
not defame a dead person. The fair-minded reader will
recognize that most times such personal recriminations
are a matter of perspective, and the maligned subjects
would have had their own take on the described
events. Finally, most genealogists get great satisfaction
from finding the horse thieves in the family. It’s the
most colorful and interesting stuff you can dig up--at
least if you’re removed from it by a couple of genera-
tions!

However, I decided to edit out the anti-Semitic
asides, whether they were blunt or expressed in more
“coded” language. Yes, it's not the most responsible
historiography. However, there’s simply no room in a
bridge-building organization for anything as provoca-
tive as this, when it’s not essential to the bigger mes-
sage of the translated piece. To be editorially clear, I
will indicate such deletions by the ellipsis *“* * *",
Those who are curious, or who have a valid historical
interest, can dig out the original publications and can
wade through the Polish themselves.

So, I made a start. I had hoped to open the series
earlier this year with an installment on Duluth, just to
thank Ray Marshall for his groundbreaking; I had
assembled a rather partisan commentary from Wiarus
on the foundation of Duluth’s Polish Cemetery, and
travelogue-type items from Rolnik and Storice. How-
ever, the prose style of the Wiarus piece was so self-
consciously literary and dense that I will have to seek
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some expert help on its Polish and its Latin. In addi-
tion, I found a rejoinder to the author in an ensuing
issue of Wiarus, seemingly from an opposite perspec-
tive. I decided that this really should be added to the
first Duluth presentation, for the sake of balance, and
am still working on it. With luck, I will be able to
present all of these items in a near-future issue, as a
tip of the hat to Ray.

To make a quick substitute for the inaugural
column, I chose a short travelogue piece from Storice,
on several of central Minnesota’s Polish settlements.
This one was easier to translate. It covers three
different localities, though a bit sparsely. It gives some
idea of the way in which earlier-arriving Poles went
into small business in rural areas, and features more
personal names than many travelogue-type pieces;
thus, it's a more substantial contribution to the genea-
logical endeavor.

All of this will make for a great adventure--
uncovering a forgotten past, and one that nobody
outside the Polish- American community is interested
in pursuing. So, let us begin.

F %k sk o Kk %k %k ok ok ok

Instalment #1

From Storice, 1898:
Dateline: St. Cloud, Sauk Rapids, and Gilman

For our first snapshot from Minnesota’s Polish past,
I present an item that I found in the November 3, 1898
issue of Storice. Uncredited to an author, it probably
was penned by Storice's editor George Mirski. Its sub-
ject matter is three communities that we have not yet
covered in any detail in our newsletter: the Polish resi-
dents of St. Cloud proper; the little-known settlements
of Polish Lutherans in Benton County; and the early,
large Polonian outpost at Gilman.4 In my format, I
have used a convention of genealogical publications,
rendering all surnames in capital letters so as to alert
readers who are skimming for tidbits relevant to their
research.

e vk ok ok ok ke K ok ok ok

Last week we visited St. Cloud, which lies in
Steavens [sic; should be “Stearns”] County. This small

4Our Church and Local History Collection includes pho-
tocopies of several jubilee books from the Polish Lutheran
parishes at Sauk Rapids and Popple Creek, and from the
Roman Catholic parish of Ss. Peter and Paul at Gilman,
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Central Minnesota localities (in Stearns and Benton
" counties) visited by the reporter from Storice in 1898.

town presents itself very handsomely to the eye; the
Mississippi River flows through it, dividing it into
two parts, in one of which more business is develop-
ing.

On [St.] Germain Street lie beautiful edifices, and
an electric trolley runs on it. The city has electric
lighting, and is very cleanly maintained; it has two
large hotels, an opera house, a cathedral and several
churches. The population of St. Cloud numbers more
than 11,000, among which there are around 70 Polish
families. The Poles are relatively well-off. There are
several well-to-do saloon-keepers on [St.] Germain
Street, such as Messrs. LENGAS and DOMINIK--
there is also Mr. PRADZYNSKI, the proprietor of a
clothing store on the same street, among several
others.

However, the Poles here are slowly becoming
denationalized; they do not have a Polish church and
they do not have a Polish school, and thus, unfortu-
nately, their children do not speak Polish any longer.

From St. Cloud we went on to Souk [sic; should be
“Sauk”] Rapids, for a fare of 5 cents. Here we found a
number of Poles also, relatively well set-up material-
ly. Sauk Rapids is a small town built on high ground;
it has around 1,200 inhabitants, among which there
are 30 Polish families.

In Sauk Rapids we Poles have several saloon-
keepers, such as Mr. SOBIESZCZYK, who also
maintains a hotel; Mr. PYCZKA is a grocer; Mr.
WYSNIEWSKI is the county treasurer, a very pleas-
ant and intelligent man--and Mr. KASMER, also a
Pole, has the position of chief county clerk--these two
gentlemen currently are prospering in their respective
offices.
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The Poles in St. Cloud and Sauk Rapids would be
able to build a Polish church for themselves with ease,
but unfortunately there is disorder among them; at the
present time, many of these Poles avow the Lutheran
religion and are proceeding to assimilate,

From there we traveled on to Gilman, Benton
County, for which Alberta is the postal station. This is
a rural Polish community of over 300 families, settled
by Polish farmers alone. They have a pretty brick
church, with a young and energetic priest, the
estqelr:lcd Fr. KITOWSKI, who recently assumed this
parish.

Among the more prominent citizens, farmers, and
businessmen there is Mr. SPICZK A, who has over 300
acres of beautiful soil in the vicinity of the church, and
a la:ge grocery store; at the same time this man is very
hospitable and obliging. For lack of time we were not
able to make the acquaintance of the other farmers, but
we left that for a later time.

%k % %k % ok ok ok sk %k ok

In several respects, this little piece is typical of the
“travelogue” style of reportage: it follows a personal
visit by the author to an outstate town or city, it
describes the natural environment and man-made
improvements of the subject towns in very positive
terms, and it describes the size and development of the
local Polish-American community. While the detail on
these points is not substantial, this item is genealog-
ically noteworthy for the number of local residents it
mentions by surname.

It also has two themes that ran the depth and breadth
of Polish-American journalism for the better part of a
century. The first is the fierce preoccupation with unity
within the ethnic community--prompted, no doubt, by
the frequent lack of unity among the fractious Poles.
The second is the expression of intense pride in those
communities that coalesced around the establishment
of a Roman Catholic parish of Polish ethnic identifica-
tion, the lauded vehicle to ensure unity and to preserve

language and tradition.’

SFather Wactaw Kruszka touched on the first point in his
pithy reference to "(t]he evil spirit of opposition and stub-
bomnness, this original sin of American Poles..." A History
of the Poles in America to 1908, Part IV: Poles in the Cen-
tral and Western States (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 2001), p. 10. He later tem-
pered his tartness by touching on the second theme: "Al-
though a Pole likes to quarrel, he also prays.” /d. at p. 151.

One wonders about the motivation for presenting
pieces like this. If I am correct in attributing author-
ship to Storice's editor, he probably was trying to pump
up support for the establishment of a PUA chapter in
the area. The mention of prominent local business peo-
ple suggests an attempt to garner paid advertising.
Too, the whole thing would be a logical way to in-
crease newspaper subscriptions in the area. I don’t
think I’m being cynical in these surmises; Storice was
a small publication (four pages per issue during the
bulk of its short run), running against an established
competitor with fifteen years of history (Wiarus), and
its staff was clearly struggling to make its place.

So that’s it, a short taste of what's to come, in a
series that I hope to maintain for quite awhile. Let us
know how you like it!
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Ss. Peter and Paul Church, Gilman (1930 structure)

Photo source: Vincent A. Yzermans, The Spirit in Central
Minnesota (St. Cloud, Minnesota: The Diocese of St.

Cloud, 1989 ) vol. 2, Parishes. Priests and People, 862.
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