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up inresearching our family treeis: Why

did our ancestors|eave Europe?All four
of my grandparents decided to leave the land of
their ancestors behind, board aship, and cometo
America. They were certainly not unique. One
reference says that more than four million peo-
ple left ethnic Polish lands between 1870 and
1914. Another report indicatesthat 174,365 Polish
people arrived in the United Statesin 1913.

There are at least three general and obvi-
ous reasons behind much of this European migra-
tionto America. Thefirst reasonisthetraditional
human need to seek abetter life. The second rea-
son was the attraction of the United States as a
land of opportunity. A third reason was that in
many parts of Europe, population had increased
faster than agricultural technology. The result
was occasional famines and not enough food to
go around. For example, the potato famine was
amajor factor in peopleleaving Ireland. In
Poland, there were several additional factors,
most of which were aresult of the country’s
unique geography.

Poland is bordered on the north by the
Baltic Sea. Poland’s south border is the
Carpathian M ountains which extend west to
Germany and southeast to the Black Sea. Much
of Europe to the south of Poland was not easily
accessible because of the Alps and other moun-
tains. Asaresult, the Baltic Seaand Carpathian
Mountains acted asafunne with the Polish plains
being the easiest and most obvious route between

One of the most pervasive questionsto come

Europe and Asia. One the one hand, thiswas a
blessing because some of the earliest trade routes
between Europe and Asiapassed through Poland.
Eventoday itispossibletorideall theway from
the Atlantic Ocean at London, England to the
Pacific Ocean at Peking, China on only three
trains that pass through Berlin, Warsaw and
Moscow.

Aninteresting side note isthat all of this
traffic to and through Poland made it one of the
most metropolitan countriesin Europe. The
Savonic tribe known asthe Polanie (which means
the peoplewho dwell in thefieldsand open coun-
try) gave Poland its name. They were joined by
groups of Celts, Balts, Goths, Huns, Swedes,
Germans, Russians, Ukrainians, Tatars,
Armeniansand Latvians. The net result being the
Polish people have quite adiverse heritage.

On the negative side, Poland’s geographic
position as the crossroads of Europe and Asia
made it a prime target for war and occupation.
Virtually every European dictator or |eader,
including Atillathe Hun, Julius Caesar, Napoleon,
Catherinethe Great, Hitler and Joe Stalin, occu-
pied or controlled Poland to some extent. In
between these major problems, Poland often
found itself simultaneoudy fighting off Germany
onthewest and Russiaon the east. Poland'stimes
of peace and self-government were often mea-
sured in years rather than centuries. It isinter-
esting that in spite of these conflicts, the Polish
people not only retained their national identity
but also became a major influence on neighbor-



Ing countries. For example, the Lithuanian peo-
ple gave up their own Byel orussian language and
adopted Polish. | find it significant that Poland
wasthefirst of the communist countriesto return
to democracy, thus paving the way for adomino-
like collapse of communism throughout the
Soviet bloc.

All of the above negative factors, and
more, were present in Poland during the 19th cen-
tury.

Certainly, theworst of these problemswas
that Poland did not exist as an independent nation
at any time during the 19th century. Thefirst two
Polish kings of the 18th century were notoriously
incompetent. The last Polish king, Stanislaw
August Poniatowski (who ruled from 1764 to
1795) was essentially a puppet of the Russian
regime and particularly Catherine the Great,
Empress of Russia.

An anti-Russian rebellion broke out in
Poland which led to the partitioning of Polandin
1773 and an increased partitioning in 1791. An
armed Polish rebellion under the leadership of
Tadeusz K ozciuszko, ahero of the American War
of Independence, failed and thethird partition of
Poland in 1795 divided the remaining Polish ter-
ritory.

While later efforts by Napoleon were to
provideabrief respite, it can be said that Poland
wasdivided into three partsin 1795. Russiaoccu-
pied alarge eastern section of Poland aswell as
severd surrounding countriesincluding the Grand
Duchy of Lithuaniaand Byelorussia. Prussia
(essentially Northern Germany) occupied \Western
Poland and what was then the north central sec-
tion east to Grodno. The area south of Warsaw,
which included Malopolska (Little Poland) and
Borzécin, the home of our ancestors, was occu-
pied by Austria.

William Hoffman, the author of the book
on Polish names and current editor of the newdet-
ter of the Polish Geneal ogical Society, described
thissituationas*” . . . living under foreign emper-
orswho regarded their new subjectsaslittlemore
than tax-paying cannon fodder.” Thiswasan era
of rebellion and petty wars. Among other offenses
and affronts, the Polish peoplein these occupied
territories were heavily taxed to pay for these
warsand their young men were conscripted into
military serviceto fight these warsfor the occu-
pying countries. Prussia continued an ongoing

war with Francefor most of thiscentury. Russia
battled Turkey, France and the British Empirein
the Crimean War. The Russians then got into a
battle with the Japanese where many Polish men
were forced to fight.

Imperial Russia annexed 73 percent of
then-existing Polish lands. Following a Polish
insurrection in 1863, the Polish language was
prohibited and a Russification program began.
Catholic churcheswere persecuted, peasantswho
caused trouble were deported to Siberia, and
many villageswere burned. It isnoteworthy that
Russian Czar Alexander || was assassinated in
1881 by abomb thrown by a Polish engineering
student. Much of thisland was eventually ceded
to Russiain 1945 following World Waer I1.

Prussiaoccupied 15 percent of Polish land
including most everything from Wielkopol ska
(Great Poland) to Gdansk Pomeraniaand includ-
ing the northern coast on the Baltic. The Polish
people were treated very badly here and most
sourcesindicate that the Polish peoplein Prussian-
occupied territory fared worse than those in the
Russian- and Austrian-occupied areas.

Traditional Polish courts were annulled,
land was taken from the Polish people and given
to German settlers, use of the Polish language
was prohibited, and children were beaten in the
streetsif they protested. German people were
brought in to govern the towns. Most of them
were not prepared for any administrative work
but used their positionsto enrich themselves at
the expense of thelocal Polish resdents. Separate
schools were maintained for the Catholic and
L utheran children, with the Catholics being pri-
marily Polish and the L utheransbeing primarily
German, which frequently caused open conflict
between the students.

However the local people attempted to
maintain their Polskosc which translates as
“Polishness.” By the 1860s there were bands of
rebels roaming the area who got into armed
actionswith German soldiersand administrators.
Local Polish people supported therebel sand there
were actual underground transport systemsto get
weapons and gunpowder to the rebels forces.
Although the armed conflictsdiminished in later
years, the Polish peoplein thisareadid create
severa Polish societiesto protect and encourage
their Polskosc. It isinteresting that these soci-
etieseventually led to the Solidarity movement



that brought Poland out of Communism a cen-
tury later.

The territory occupied by Austria
amounted to only 12 percent of Poland and hence
wasthe smallest of the three occupied areas. Two
different sources indicate that the Polish people
in the area occupied by Austria, which includes
most of our ancestors, were probably treated the
best of the three occupied areas. The policy of
the Austrian government wasto eiminate every-
thing Polish including place names. Asaresult,
the areawas named Galaciafrom the old Roman
name for nearby Ruthenia/lUkrania. Hence, the
Polish people living there frequently used two
names to identify their region: the traditional
Malopolskain Polish, and Galaciawhile under
Austrianrule.

Rosemary Chorzempa says that Galacia
had the highest birth and death rates in Europe
and reportedly also had the highest income tax
rate. In addition to heavy taxes, the Austrian
regimeimposed censorship, apolice stateto ter-
rorize theresidents, and acomplex bureaucracy
with its numerous minor laws designed to antag-
onizethe poles.

By the mid-1800s, many of the Polish peo-
ple became fed up with the occupation and began
to leave all three sections of Poland. While the
occupation was bad enough, other problems came
up that did nothing to improve the situation.

Galacia suffered heavy flooding in 1836.
| have yet to locate any specific record pertain-
ing to grandpa’ s and grandma’ stown of Borzecin.
However, Borzécin islocated on the Uscwica
River, amgor tributary of Poland'sgreatest river,
the Widla. Hence, it would be afair assumption
that Borzécin and Jagnidwka suffered substan-
tialy from thisand other floods. Even today, most
theriversand major steamsin theareahave dikes
along their banksto eliminate or at least reduce
the impact of flooding.

Galaciawas not alone in suffering from
severe health problems during this period.
Medicinewastill initsinfancy and knowledge
of germs and antiseptics was still in the future.
Children were delivered at home by midwives
and many failed to survive. Thosethat did often
failed to reach adulthood because of lung dis-
eases or malnutrition. Therewere a so numerous
outbreaks of cholera. Thefirst Asiatic cholera
epidemic wasrecorded in 1831. Therewere out-

breaks of both cholera and typhus afew years
later, in 1847 and 1848. Theyear 1854 isremem-
bered for The Great Cholera Epidemic.
Throughout the remainder of the century, there
were additional outbreaks of Cholerain Poland
and Galacia, particularly in 1866, 1873, 1884 and
1892.

Add to this the fact that Poland, and par-
ticularly Galacia, suffered from poor crop yields
and resulting starvation. The decade from 1846
to 1855 witnessed poor crop yieldsin Galacia.
Rosemary Chorzempasaysthat the resulting star-
vation and epidemic diseases claimed the lives
of 200,000 peoplein Galacia. Therewas also a
substantial faminein Galaciain 1907. It issig-
nificant that this same year witnessed the largest
number of immigrants coming to the United
States.

If you takeall of thisinto consideration, it
becomes obviousthat there were several reasons
for people to leave Poland. Most of those who
did leave cameto the United States because they
knew that there were opportunitieshereand rel-
atives or fellow countrymen were already in
America.



