
Credit for writing down the following
verbal family history goes to my brother
Robert (Bob) Plachno who got most of

this information from our mother, Marie
Plachno, although parts of the World War II in-
formation came from Alex Cholowiak and
Richard Andrzejewski. We have added some
additional information that I have to better ex-
plain some of the stories.

–– Larry Plachno

Mary Czuj – A Harvey Girl

Mary Czuj, the wife of John Joseph
Plachno and the mother of Joseph John
Plachno was a Harvey girl. First, let me pro-
vide some background information on the
Harvey Girls and the Atchison, Topeka, and
Santa Fe Railroad.

Born on March 25, 1880 in Borz´cin,
Poland, Marianna Czuj came to the United
States on the SS Kronprinz Wilhelm and arrived
in New York City on March 16, 1904. Built by
the AG Vulcan shipyard in Stetin in 1901, the
ship was a German passenger liner operating
for the Norddeutscher Lloyd line. The ship
took her name from Crown Prince Wilhelm,
son of the German Emperor Wilhelm II, and

was a sister ship of the SS Kaiser Wilhelm der
Grosse. After her arrival in the United States
and prior to her marriage to John Plachno,
Marianna was briefly employed out West as
one of the famous Harvey Girls. 

It is difficult for today’s youngsters to re-
alize that our country did not always have au-
tomobiles and expressways and airports. Good
roads between major cities did not exist until
well into the past century. The first transconti-
nental bus route did not start until 1928. Com-
mercial aviation did not really come of age
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Marianna Czuj arrived in the United States on
the SS Kronprinz Wilhelm, a German Passenger
liner. During World War I the ship served as a
U.S. Navy troop transport.



until the DC-3 in the later 1930s. For decades
prior to that, most long distance travel was by
railroad.

The first transcontinental railroad was
opened on May 10, 1869 and effectively con-
nected Omaha with California across the cen-
ter of the United States. In following years,
other lines were built to the West Coast. The
Northern Pacific, the Great Northern and even
the Milwaukee Road built lines across the
northern states to the Pacific. Cyrus K. Holi-
day, a Topeka lawyer, built the Atchison,
Topeka and Santa Fe following the old Santa
Fe trail from the Midwest to Southern Califor-
nia. Along the way he had to surmount several
obstacles and competition. 

Fred Harvey was an Englishman who
originally ran a restaurant in New Orleans that
failed during the Civil War. Later he took a job
with the Hannibal and St. Joseph Railroad sort-
ing mail on a traveling post office on the trains.
His job required him to ride the railroad con-
stantly. Harvey found it impossible to get food
during the short station breaks the trains had
in many small towns. 

You need to bear in mind that many of
the early railroads were only single track.
Hence, “meets” between trains were often
scheduled at towns where passengers could
get something to eat while the trains were serv-

iced. Harvey envisioned building a chain of
restaurants along the railroad in the station
break towns that would feed passengers on the
trains. The Burlington Railroad, which had
purchased the Hannibal line, was not inter-
ested in his idea and told him to try the Atchi-
son, Topeka & Santa Fe because they “would
try anything.”

In 1878, Harvey with his partner Morse,
had their first contract with the Santa Fe Rail-
road and by the late 1880s there was a Harvey
House at every hundred miles of track. Some
sources credit the Harvey Houses as the first
real chain of restaurants in the United States.
Harvey wanted a consistent high standard of
service that required a supply of fresh foods,
European chefs, and a hard working staff. 

Unfortunately there was no available
supply of women in the West to work as wait-
resses. Thus young unmarried women, “18 to
30 years of age, of good character, attractive
and intelligent” were recruited in Chicago and
Kansas to be sent out West to live in dormito-
ries usually above the Harvey House Restau-
rants that could meet the high standards
required for the Harvey Girl waitresses.

Being responsible for these unmarried
women, the company imposed strict rules
upon the Harvey Girls. They all wore the same
long sleeve black and white uniforms that
some people thought resembled nun’s habits.
The skirts were exactly eight inches above the
floor. No make-up, no jewelry, and no gum
chewing were allowed. The girls lived two to
the room in the dormitories and the doors
were locked at curfew. They were not allowed
to date other Harvey employees or have any
social contact with customers but with permis-
sion they were allowed to date railroad men. 

The railroad men insisted that the Har-
vey Girls deal “guaranteed the girls a fireman
on a six-month contract or an engineer on a
one-year contract.” They were originally re-
quired to sign a 12-month contract (later six
and nine month contracts were written) during
which they promised they would not get mar-
ried. At the turn of the century, the Harvey
Girls made $25 per month plus tips, room,
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Opened in 1901, the Grand Canyon Railroad
operates from Williams, Arizona to the Grand
Canyon. It is now owned by a private company
but still uses steam locomotives including the
4960 that came from the Burlington Railroad.



board, laundry and travel. They should have
been capable of saving all of their salary and
many sent it home to their families.

Located in a very remote spot in north-
ern Arizona (which did not become a state
until 1912) the Grand Canyon was known but
not easy to reach. Most visitors took an eight-
hour stagecoach ride from Flagstaff. The main
line of the Santa Fe Railway passed through
Williams. In 1897, the Santa Fe and Grand
Canyon Railroad Company was incorporated
to build a railroad line north from Williams. 

The original company had problems so
the Santa Fe Railway itself took over and com-
pleted the 45-mile line to the Grand Canyon in
1901. This then became the primary way for
people and supplies to reach the village that
grew up there. Since the branch line ended
there, it was the end of track.

Most of what we know of Mary Czuj’s
employment as a Harvey Girl comes from con-
versations with Marie Cholewiak, her daugh-
ter-in-law. Mary Czuj said that she did not like
her life in Poland so she came to America and
was living with her sister. Joining the Harvey
Girls was an adventure and it gave her an op-
portunity for a year to think about what she
wanted to do. She worked for a year in Ari-
zona at “the end of the line” by the Grand
Canyon. 

The El Tovar at the Grand Canyon
opened in January of 1905 and Mary Czuj was
married October 30, 1906 so I assume she was
employed in between those two years. She
would have worked at the Grand Canyon in
one of the first years it was easily accessible as
a tourist destination. Mary Czuj said: “It was a
big place. We were always busy but I liked it.”
The Harvey House at the Grand Canyon was
miles away from any other community so
there was no other available entertainment.
She lived in the girl’s dorm and talked about
wearing the Harvey Girl uniform. 

After her year of employment she re-
turned home to Chicago where she met and
married John Joseph Plachno. Years later her
daughter, Rose, went on a Santa Fe excursion
to the Grand Canyon to see where her mother

had worked. Mary Czuj had learned the rou-
tine of working in hotels and eventually
owned and ran three boarding houses in
Chicago.

At one point Fred Harvey owned and
operated a substantial number of restaurants
and hotels. The Harvey family ran the com-
pany until the 1960s when it was sold. Today,
the Harvey restaurants and hotels are owned
and operated by a company called Xanterra
that also owns the operates the Grand Canyon
Railroad between Williams and the Grand
Canyon. Now, as then, most of the passengers
are tourists. The railroad does run steam loco-
motives on some of its trains.

Those looking for more information
might note that there is a 1946 movie titled The
Harvey Girls starring Judy Garland, Ray Bolger
and Angela Lansbury. In the movie they sing
the song: Do You Hear the Whistle Down the
Line? “On the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe.”

Coming to America
The Kubeczka Family

The Kubeczka family had decided to
move from Poland to South America. We do
not know a lot about how much land the fam-
ily owned in Poland but we believe that they
planned to sell everything and use the money
to buy a coffee plantation in South America
(Brazil). These plans changed somewhat when
Valentin Kubeczka died in an accident.
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The El Tovar was built only a few hundred feet
from the railroad station at the Grand Canyon
and opened in January of 1905. You can still
stay there today.



Coming home from a night spent drink-
ing in town, Valentin fell off of a horse drawn
cart and was fatally injured. Valentin’s wife
Catherine (Polish spelling is Katarzyna) was
welcome to move with the Kubeczka family to
Brazil but she preferred to move to Chicago.
Catherine had six daughters and the eldest
daughter, Stella, had already married Stanley
Gorzelanzyk and moved to Chicago. Stella had
written letters back to Poland that jobs were
plentiful in Chicago. So Catherine, a mother
with five daughters in her care, chose Chicago
over having her daughters work on a coffee
plantation. As a result, the Kubeczka families
left Poland going in two different directions.
The Kubeczka’s gave Catherine the money to
move to the United States. Grandma Kubeczka
and her two brothers left Poland for Brazil.

Family tradition holds that the ship for
America departed from the port city of Gdansk
but more on this later. All American immi-
grants were required to take a physical exam-
ination before being allowed to leave. Lottie
(Polish spelling is W∏adyswawa) failed this ex-
amination because she had weak eyes. Once
you failed the examination you had to wait one
year before you can get a second chance.
Catherine made arrangements for her daugh-
ter Lottie to stay with neighbors for one year
and left for the United States with her other
four daughters. Living with the neighbors Lot-
tie had to help on their farm and to help take
care of their children. They did take her to the
doctor to get glasses and she was able to go to
school when they didn’t require her to work.
That was a very unhappy year for Lottie.

Lottie was 15 years old when she trav-
eled alone on the ship to the United States.
Traveling in steerage, you either brought
enough food to eat for the two week trip or you
bought it. She ate better after making friends
with a boy from New York who was making
the voyage in the upper decks.

After reaching Chicago, Catherine
rented one room in her daughter Stella’s house
for all five of them. It was less than a year be-
fore they all found work and were able to rent
a flat: one floor of an apartment building which

at that time did not include indoor toilets.
Although family tradition connects the

Kubeczka family with Gdansk, our research
has never turned up any evidence of this. As a
result, we began searching the arrival records
at New York. Luck was with us and we found
an arrival record for Katarzyna Kubeczka and
her daughters. They left from the port of Rot-
terdam, Holland on November 16 and arrived
on November 26, 1907. They went through the
usual procedure of being processed through
Ellis Island.

They arrived on board the SS Statendam,
of the Holland America Line. It was built in
1898 by Harland & Wolf in Belfast, the same
company that later built the Titanic. The SS Sta-
tendam had a length of 515.3 feet, one funnel,
two masts and a speed of 14 knots. At this time
she could accommodate 200 first class, 175 sec-
ond class, and 2,000 third class passengers. If
you look up information on this ship, be care-
ful because the Holland American line used
that same name for at least two later ships I
found.

The official record shows a total of four
passengers including three children. However,
the record only shows the names of two chil-
dren; Anna and Pelagia (Pearl). Either a name
was left off or the fourth person should have
been Lottie. The record also shows that their
final destination was with a son (actually son-
in-law) Stanislaw Gorzelanzyk who lived at
1144 Leavitt Street, Chicago, Illinois. There can
be no question but that this is the correct
record.

But, perhaps the most interesting infor-
mation on the record is that their birthplace is
listed as Brzozogaj, Poland in an area northeast
of Poznaƒ then controlled by Germany.
Gniezno is a few miles southeast while K∏ecko
is a little closer northwest. Brzozogaj appears
to be a farming town located near two small
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The Kubeczka family
arrived on the SS Sta-
tendam in New York
on November 26,
1907.



lakes. There is a railroad line connecting
K∏ecko with Gniezno that passed just south of
Brzozogaj. I found the following current infor-
mation on the internet.

Brzozogaj is a village in the administra-
tive district of Gmina K∏ecko, within Gniezno
County, Greater Poland Voivodeship, in west-
central Poland. It lies approximately 6 kilome-
ters (4 mi) south-east of K∏ecko, 11 km (7 mi)
north-west of Gniezno, and 44 km (27 mi)
north-east of the regional capital Poznaƒ. The
village has a population of 100.

This brings up two questions. The first
is would it be possible to go from Brzozagaj to
Gdansk to catch a boat? This answer is yes.
While I do not have a 1907 railroad timetable
for Poland, I do have one for 1989 (who else do
you know who would keep something like
this?). It shows six trains daily from Poznaƒ to
Gdansk passing through Gniezno. The dis-

tance is about 150 miles.
The second question is how did the

Kubeczka family get on a boat leaving from
Rotterdam? I do not have the answer to that.
What I do know from previous maritime re-
search is that in this era there were boat com-
panies in many countries running fairly
regular steamboat service across the Atlantic
from the UK, Holland, France, Germany and
even Italy. It is possible that the Kubeczka fam-
ily rode some kind of boat from Gdansk to Rot-
terdam and then changed boats there.

I have not tried to track down the
Kubeczka family in Brzozogaj. If someone is
interested in doing this, I would suggest you
go to a Mormon Family History Center and see
if you can get microfilms of church records
from K∏ecko, which would be the nearest
church. If that fails, then the church in Ge-
niezno would be my second guess.
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Based on the boat record from the SS Stadendam as well as another internet record I found, the
Kubeczka and Gorzelanzyk families come from the little town of Brzozogaj which is located
near two small lakes between the cities Gniezno and K∏ecko in an area northeast of Poznaƒ.



Jan Cholewiak

On the other side of the family, Józef
Cholewiak also died in an accident in Poland
by falling off of a horse drawn cart. Jósef’s
widow Maria remarried to Maciej Âmietana in
eight months. Josef’s son Jan Cholewiak, being
the only son of an only son, was the proper
heir to the family property in Poland. Jan how-
ever did not get along with his step-father. He
was very close to his grandfather (Kazimierz
Cholewiak) who practically raised him and
helped him with his school work after his fa-
ther died. Jan grew up in that environment –
he later reminisced how he would do his
school work by moonlight on a slate board
while tending sheep on the family farm.

Jan’s grandfather advised him to go to
the United States. If Jan stayed in Poland he
would be required to serve in the army. It is
more difficult for someone to obtain citizen-

ship in another country once you serve in the
army. So when Jan was 19 or 20 he came to
Chicago to avoid military service in Poland
and stayed with the Âmietana family. For a
short time Jan ventured off to work as a logger
in Seattle.

Jan returned to Chicago and married
Lottie on November 12, 1913.

The P∏achno Family

No direct stories exist about how life
was for the P∏achno side of the family in
Poland or how they came to the United States.
One comment made by Joseph Plachno’s par-
ents suggest that there were too many male
siblings to make a living off of the family prop-
erty (probably starting with the sons of
Thomasz P∏achno Jr.). Maryanna Czuj P∏achno
valued the ability to buy her own house and to
have her own independent life in America.
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This photo of Ellis Island looks south. On your right is New Jersey while on your left is New York.
Manhattan would be to the rear. Note the Statue of Liberty. Big boats could not land at Ellis Island
so immigrants were brought to and from the island in ferry boats. 



Many nations and groups followed the
right of primogeniture where the first born
male child inherited the family estate. The Pol-
ish people did not and were particularly pro-
lific at this time. Hence, farms and estates were
cut apart and decimated from generation to
generation to where each child no longer
owned enough land to make a living.

Ellis Island

All or virtually all of our relatives who
came to the United States in the early 1900s
came through Ellis Island. It is located off the
southern tip of Manhattan near the New Jersey
shore and not far from the Statue of Liberty.
Coming into New York on a ship, our relatives
would have approached New York City by
passing the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island
and then gone up the Hudson River where
their ship would have docked on the west side
of Manhattan. 

After the first and second class passen-
gers departed, the immigrants would transfer
to ferry boats or barges for the trip back south
to Ellis Island to be processed. While approxi-
mately one-third of the immigrants remained
in New York City, others scattered all over the
United States. 

After being inspected and receiving per-
mission to leave the island, immigrants could
make travel arrangements, get something to
eat and exchange their money for American
dollars before boarding ferries to take them to
New York and New Jersey. After they had
arranged their travel plans, the immigrants
were given tags to pin to their hats or coats.
These showed the railroad conductors what
lines the immigrants were traveling on and
what connections to make to reach their desti-
nations.

1920s Notes

In 1921 with many of the neighborhood
children sick and Marie Cholewiak in the hos-
pital for a month with diphtheria and scarlet
fever, Lottie and John Cholewiak decided to

move the family out of their apartment into
their first house in Chicago on Oakley Ave.
This was a two-story house and they had ten-
ants renting out the second floor. The children
had to walk a long distance to school so before
winter they rented an apartment closer to the
school on Webster Street in 1922. This house
used to have toilets outside under the front
sidewalks but the previous lady had installed
a toilet inside in a walk-in pantry. Lottie had a
gas water heater installed and they were the
first in the family to have hot water.

The diphtheria and scarlet fever epi-
demic of 1921 was severe enough that several
children in the family died. The two families,
Lottie and John Cholewiak with Helen and
Frank Pomagier, decided to buy a house to-
gether that would be better than what either
could afford individually. Lottie and Helen are
sisters.

World War II

It is amazing how well represented our
family was in World War II. Although none of
the family members were killed in the actual
fighting, the war did seriously ruin the lives of
a couple of the men. None of our family par-
ticipated in Word War I since they were not yet
naturalized citizens of the US.
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Built by Consolidated, the B-24 Liberator
bomber was an improvement on the B-17 be-
cause it had a more modern design, a higher
top speed, a greater range and could carry a
heavier bomb load.



Some family members were either re-
jected or never made it into the armed services.
Eugene Plachno was drafted into the army but
was immediately rejected due to high blood
pressure. Joe Cholewiak was also drafted and
rejected due to a broken eardrum. Joseph
Plachno was drafted while his wife was preg-
nant with Larry and they sold their house in
anticipation of him entering the service. How-
ever, his employer, Garcy Corp, got a large
government contract to manufacture bomb
casings and aircraft landing gear and Garcy
managed to keep him out of the army since
they required him for those contracts as a ma-
chinist.

Alex Cholewiak was a tail gunner on a
B-24 bomber stationed in England in the 8th
Airforce. He had successfully completed his re-
quired (35?) missions bombing German posi-
tions in Europe when they asked the crew to
volunteer for another mission. That last mis-
sion “almost annihilated” them but they were
able to return back safely in a crippled aircraft.
That put an end to all future volunteering.
Alex mentioned that they dropped over 10,000
lbs. of bombs during his missions.

Johnny Plachno was in the army in
France and was taken prisoner by the Germans
during the Battle of the Bulge on Christmas
Eve. They took the opportunity to sleep in
some rooms in town and when they woke up
the Germans were advancing through the
streets. He was wounded and had shrapnel
embedded in his back. After about three
months as a prisoner they were able to escape
when the Germans retreated and they received
help from a farmer to get back to the American
forces in France. Johnny never married due to
his injury since the doctors told him that the
embedded shrapnel in his back was too close
to his spine for them to operate. When he died,
the doctors claimed that the shrapnel eventu-
ally entered his blood stream and punctured
his heart.

Ed Besieda, who married Rose Plachno,
was a paratrooper in the South Pacific and was
injured in his rear thighs but the doctors were
able to remove all of the shrapnel. 

Ray Cholewiak, drafted at age 19 in Feb-
ruary 1943, was in Army Battery 230 attached
to the 7th Division fighting in the South Pacific.
He was in the 4th wave landing in the South-
ern Philippines where he manned a 50 caliber
anti-aircraft gun positioned on the beach. On
Okinawa he was an observer working radar
and searchlight equipment in a rice-field track-
ing enemy Japanese Kamikaze planes flying
over the mountains towards the Navy ships
offshore. Since the Kamikazes only had fuel for
a one way trip they were all coming down one
way or another. Ray’s group of 15 was credited
with downing six planes including a Kamikaze
who crashed after being blinded by their
searchlight. He also saw duty in New Guinea
and Hawaii.

Johnny Rembacz, a cousin (his family
lived on an adjacent farm in Poland – but not a
blood cousin) to the Plachno family, was spon-
sored by John Plachno Sr. who owned a room-
ing house at 1509 N. Washtenaw in Chicago.
After arriving from Poland he was required to
register for military service and he was drafted
into the signal corps right after Pearl Harbor.
He survived an explosion in a trench that
killed most of the men he was with. He spent
the remainder of his life at the Great Lakes
Naval Hospital north of Chicago for the men-
tally ill. It was a very depressing situation.
Whenever any of the family went to visit him
all he would talk about is stepping over dead
bodies, etc.
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Fought in Europe under winter conditions
from December of 1944 to January of 1945, the
Battle of the Bulge was one of the last major
confrontations of World War II.


