From The Czar’s Army To

American Citizen
A Story Of Polish Immigrants Coming To America

-By Wyatt O’Connell-

“They saw America as the land of opportunity...if you came to America you could
make wealth and riches and start a new life.”

My ancestors on my mom’s side come from Poland. The first ancestors to move
to America were my great-great grandparents who arrived around 1914/1915. Their
names were Lillian Kruszewski and Konstanty Wondoloski. Lillian's place of birth is
unknown, but her parents were Stanislaw Krusczewski and Maryann Sztenderowski.
She may have been born in the £6dz area. Konstanty Wondolowski was born in the
town of Bialystok on March 9, 1887 (the same birthday as me!) Bailstok is in the Parish
of Burzyn in eastern Poland, east of the city of Krakow. His parents were Josef and
Julianna (Makowski).

“I think Pop’s people were from that part of eastern Poland that at times was part
of Russia and Estonia, | think Gram’s people were more from western Poland,” My
grandmother (Christine) told me.

My grandmother thinks both Lillian and Konstanty traveled to Ellis Island by boat,
but she doesn’t know from where in Europe they embarked. She thinks Lillian was
around 17 and Konstanty was around 20.

After they arrived in America Lillian lived in Worcester, Massachusetts with her
husband and had two daughters, Helen and Sophie. Konstanty lived in Philadelphia, got
married, and had one daughter named Stella. When the flu epidemic hit in 1917 Lillian
lost her first husband and Konstanty lost his wife. Mutual Polish friends introduced
Konstanty and Lillian. They got married and Lillian and her daughters moved in with
Konstanty and Stella in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. They had two children of their own,
Frank, my great-grandfather, and Hedwig. Frank grew up in Philadelphia, served in
World War Il in the South Pacific, and married my great-grandmother Stephanie
Alabrudzinski. They had two daughters, including my grandmother Christine, five
grandchildren, including my mom Jessica, and many great-grandchildren, including me!
They lived very long lives in the Philadelphia area and died three months apart. Frank
died July 9, 2018, and Stephanie died in September 2018. Frank was 95 and Stephanie
was 97.



To get this interview with my maternal grandma (Christine Wondolowski,) | set up
a Zoom meeting. It was challenging to schedule because she lives in Florida, so there is
a 3-hour time difference. It was very interesting to learn about my
great-great-grandparents. For example, my grandmother told me that Lillian didn't trust
the banks and saved money in her house, so when the banks crashed in the 1920s and
most people lost their money, she had money. House prices dropped and she bought
some homes in her neighborhood and rented them out. She was able to make money
during the great depression to help feed her family. She eventually sold these homes for
a profit.

As Christine quotes, “Well, | think like for a lot of years in the early 1900s there
were a lot of economic problems in Europe and it started with the potato famine in
Ireland and a lot of other economic problems and agricultural problems.” That is likely
the reason Lillian and Konstanty left Poland. An article | found on Ancestry.com backs
up her thoughts. The article states, “Mass migration from 1870 until the outbreak of
World War | in 1914, more than 2 million Poles emigrated to the United States. Most
settled in the large cities of the East Coast and the Great Lakes region, including New
York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Detroit, and Buffalo. Many immigrants were recruited by
company agents scouring Europe for cheap unskilled laborers for mines,
packinghouses, factories, and steel mills. Others fled poverty on their own accord. Early
immigrants wrote home to family and friends and about jobs and a better political
atmosphere in the U.S. By 1900, large Polish communities had formed in many cities of
the American Northeast and Midwest.” My ancestors, including my great-great
grandparents, and my great-grandparents became part of that large Polish community
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

| asked my grandmother if she ever had a chance to ask her grandparents about
what their lives were like in Poland or what their trip from Poland was like. “We visited
my father’s parents almost every weekend. They mostly spoke Polish. They spoke very
broken English so unfortunately | never really had a real conversation with them about
anything, but Babcia (Polish word for grandmother) was a really good cook and she
would make all this authentic Polish food so | remember her in the kitchen making
perogies, borscht, and golabki,” she said.

I'm grateful for the opportunity to talk to my grandma because she gave me some
very fascinating information about my family history. For example, she told me, “A very
interesting thing about Konstanty is that when he was 17 or 18 he was recruited for the
Czar's cavalry in Russia. My parents used to have a picture of him riding a horse in his
uniform, but unfortunately, it was lost.” According to Wikipedia, the “Czar” Nicholas Il or



Nikolai Il was the last Emperor of Russia, King of Poland, and Grand Duke of Finland
from 1894 until his abdication in 1917.

As | listened to my grandmother talk | realized how hard it was for my ancestors
to make it to America. My grandmother said,” When they still lived in Poland they did
have jobs in the city, but then they would still work their farms. My mom (Stephanie
Wondoloski) said it was very depressing because all they did was work.” Thinking about
that made me very grateful they took the risk to come to America.
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Konstanty’s Birth Certificate (I was also born on March 9)
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Konstanty s naturallzatlon form (and below are marriage certificates)
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Pop-Pop (my great grandpa/ Konstanty’s son,) Farrah (my sister), Gram (Stephanie
Wondolowsi, NEE Alabrudzinski)




Pop-Pop, Babcia, and Gram




