CHAPTER 1: THE IMMIGRANT TRAVEL EXPERIENCE

Immigrant Ship, 1906 Edwin Levick, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division

There were probably as many reasons for coming to America as there were people who came. It was a
highly individual decision. Historians agree that three social forces were the chief motivators for the
mass migration to America: religious persecution, political oppression and economic hardship. It is,
however, almost impossible to relate such a combination of overwhelming circumstances to the
experience of one immigrant, or even of one family.
John F. Kennedy (1958) - A Nation of Immigrants

Economic hardships and oppression faced by ethnic Poles inspired them to leave their home
villages and undertake the journey of a lifetime. This was certainly not a decision to be taken
lightly. Emigrants could face hundreds of miles by foot, wagon or train to reach the nearest port
city only to deal with unpleasant or unscrupulous ticketing and boarding agents. After boarding
ships they might spend days or weeks in cramped and unhealthy steerage quarters. And upon
arrival in America, the dreaded health inspectors held the power to send them back home. Even
after successfully completing the entrance process at immigration centers, they faced travel to
their final destinations. Many boarded trains for locations across the United States. Some found
their way to the mining camps of northern Wyoming. We honor the lives of these intrepid
immigrants by telling their stories.
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LEAVING HOME

B

etween 1880 and 1920 religious persecution, political oppression, and most significantly,
economic hardship brought ethnic Poles to the United States. A process of chain
migration began when one family member came to America and then saved enough
money to bring others. Often it was the father who would come before sending for his wife and
children and sometimes it was the eldest son who immigrated first and then sent for others. [1] By
1901, between 40% - 65% of immigrants came with prepaid tickets or with money sent to them
from family or friends already in the United States. [2] And from 1900 to 1910, almost 95% of the
immigrants arriving at Ellis Island were joining either family or friends. [3]
Tickets for passage to America on major shipping lines
were available at agencies in the United States. In
addition, ticket agents traveled through parts of Europe,
village to village, selling tickets for passage to America.
[4]

For many immigrants, traveling from their home to a
port city was the first journey they had ever taken
beyond their local village. And these novice travelers
encountered numerous obstacles. Train schedules were
not coordinated with sailing dates. [5] After arriving at a
port city, it was not unusual for unfortunate immigrants
to wait days or weeks for their paperwork to be
completed or for their ship to arrive. [6] At many ports
governments required steamship companies to provide
care for waiting passengers. Some ports touted the
availability of boardinghouses, or emigrant hotels,
however, not all accommodations were as promoted.
Figure 1 Anna Zowada and
Some immigrants found themselves taken to areas no
Karolina Waszut, circa1920
better than holding pens where they bedded down in the
straw. [7] We will trace the steps of Karolina Karch, and her traveling companions, to reveal how
they handled these obstacles, and managed their fears, during their journey to America.
Karolina Waszut Karch depicted the arduous immigration journey she endured with her niece
and nephews, Anna Zowada (age 14), Józef Haratyk (age 15) and Edusz Fiedor (age 16). A
bound copy of this unpublished manuscript, Life of Górali Staskich (1955) was recently
discovered in the archives of the Denver Public Library. This document provides a window into
the physical and emotional hardships experienced by many immigrants who left their villages to
face unknown and uncertain futures.

2

Karolina wrote of leaving her home in Fibaczka, near Koniaków, a rural area in the Beskid
Mountains of Austrian Silesia: It was so painful and difficult to leave Mother, aged Mother who
raised thirteen children, and at the end was left with less and less of us. (Karolina was the eighth
child to immigrate to North America.) It was the ninth of August, 1920 when I had to bless and
[take] leave forever among bitter tears and great sorrow… Words were tied in [my] throat and
with sobbing I said: “Mother, dear Mother, God reward you for raising us and teaching us so
well.” I couldn’t speak anymore. We were crying so hard. Mother could only say, “Child, my
child, may God grant you good luck, good fortune because I will never see you again. Write to
me; remember me as long as I live” [These] were the last words of Mother as she made a cross
over me. When she hugged me and I hugged her, her body felt so soft and weak. It frightened
me that age, and a hard life, had worn down her body, her strength and that it was now
necessary for me to leave her, leave my childhood home, and all else I learned to love. It was a
sad, bitter journey.
This was only the beginning of a long goodbye. Karolina was to greet and extend her blessings
and goodbyes to neighbors, friends and fellow villagers before she would leave the home of her
birth. I stepped out of my home and walked over to the nearest neighbors to bless them and ask
for forgiveness of any hurt or misunderstanding that I caused them. This was the beautiful
custom. The neighbor, Blachor, began crying aloud as if I were his own daughter, and said to
me amid sobs, “Child, why are you abandoning your mother, your aged mother? You still have
something to live on!” “I must, I must, Uncle, for bread and better fortune.*” And we walked
farther on. Once again I turned to look at our home. On the yard before it, I saw Mother
making the sign of the cross over us. I stopped and called as loud as I could so she could hear
me. “With God, Mother, be healthy and live yet for one hundred years.*”
The sad goodbyes continued as Karolina walked toward the village church. As she walked a
little farther the forest blocked her view of the beloved family farm they called Fibaczko. After
one last look she said: “With God, my home, my cradle, Fibaczko, I bless you.”
I walked farther across Koryto to Bukowiny and there saw Hanka Mechetka running toward me
and calling my name. “Karolko, Karolko, wait awhile because I will never see you again.” With
painful weeping she hugged me and wished me a good life… Women came out of their homes to
wish me everything good. Some of them commented on my leaving my mother. There was so
much of this. I couldn’t stop my tears which served as answers.
* For Bread (Za Chlebem) (1880) was a novella by Henryk Sienkiewicz in which he described impoverished Polish
emigrants leaving their homeland in search of bread. (He was the also the author of Quo Vadis, and received a
Nobel Prize for Literature in 1905.)
*One Hundred Years (Sto Lat) is a traditional Polish expression of good wishes for good health and long life. It is
also a Polish song that is sung at birthdays, name days and weddings.
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The next stop was their village church, St. Bartholomew’s, where the priest served mass for a
successful journey. Karolina’s painful goodbye continued and she described her turmoil saying,
Again, all who knew me, all reminded me about leaving Mother, asking me if I [was] sorry to
leave her. I was filled with such anxiety not being sure what I was supposed to do.
In the years prior to her departure, Karolina, her mother Anna, and youngest brother Franciszek
weathered the turbulent years of World War I on their beloved farm, Fibaczko. Her brother,
Józef, had come home from the war broken and suffering with tuberculosis. Józef bravely battled
the ravages of his illness with the steadfast help and attention of Karolina and her mother but he
eventually lost his battle in 1916. Hardships continued. In 1918, the pandemic of Spanish Flu,
called Hiszpanka in the villages, left few village families untouched. That year Karolina’s frail
and aging father, Jan Jerzy Waszut, lost his life to this illness. [8] These events shaped her
thinking as she left her home.
In memory of those she had recently lost, Karolina made a final stop to pay her respects: Then
on to the cemetery to visit the grave of my beloved father and brother, to kiss the earth that
covered the bones of my father and brother. We got into the wagon to ride farther down the
road…and now Anton Kujawa comes out to us and asks where we are going... He said, “We too
started out to America, three of us, but yesterday we came back. You will not get a visa for
America. There are so many people waiting for visas -- like if one poured oats from a bag.”
Karolina’s uncle, Tomasz Fiedor planned to accompany his son Edusz, as well as Karolina and
her niece Anna and nephew Józef, to the port in Gdansk.* He turned to Karolina and asked,
“What shall we do now? What do you want to do Karola? [My] answer: “You saw how hard it
was to walk away from home. I don’t want to go through that again. I don’t want to see or hear
that again. With the will of God, we have the American papers so we may get visas.”
So we drove on. We came to the train station in Nowsi.* The train was leaving in a short time.
Now [was] the last parting with brother Franciszek. Both of us wept. “Brother, be healthy and
remember to care for Mother. Care for her so that she will not have any sorrow from you. God
be with you.” My brother had difficulty trying to speak, weeping and sobbing. “I will remember
what you ask for. Please forgive me if I have ever hurt you in my life.” He could not say more.
We all wept. It was such a sad leave-taking to walk away from the land of our ancestors, parents
and friends. The machine started grinding and we began to move and my brother disappeared
from view; then the station disappeared from view; at last all disappeared, but now new
hardships waited for us as war was brewing between Poland and the Bolsiewiks (Bolsheviks).
*Danzig was the German name of the city Poles called Gdansk.
*Nowsi is the Cieszyn Silesian Polish spelling of Návsí, a city in Cieszyn Silesia at the time of this journey. Today it is part of
the Czech Republic.
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To understand the perils awaiting Karolina and her traveling companions, let’s look at the events
unfolding as they traveled toward Warsaw. World War I had ended but a clash between Poland
and Soviet Russia was inevitable. Even before the ink dried on the Armistice of November
1918, Bolshevik leader, Vladimir Lenin, was making plans to launch a military invasion of
Poland. On February 20, 1920 Lenin attacked Poland. By August 8th the Russians began to
move toward Warsaw. General Piłsudski, the Polish commander, organized his troops and made
plans for battle, but Polish victory seemed unlikely. This battle of August 12-15, 1920 was
known as the Battle of the Vistula. [9] Karolina and her companions were on a train moving
toward the middle of this conflict.
We got to Warsaw at noon on the third [day]. We came to the building where the American
Consul lived. He was not there but a notice on the door informed all that the consul’s office had
moved to Gdansk because war [was] nearing Warsaw. “What shall we do?” …Anxiety, worry
and fear that the Bolsiewiks would take us as slaves.
We could go no further that day. At five o’clock the next morning a train was leaving for
Gdansk... We walked awhile to see some of the city but quickly went back because all the stores
were locked and people were running away from the war. At night we slept outside by the
building of the American Consul because in the evening all the train tickets were sold and the
depot was locked. It was warm and a full moon shone brightly.
In the night the soldiers tore apart the railroad track over which we had come. We heard the
cannons booming. The earth shook somewhere beyond Warsaw. During the night people kept
running away from the war, carrying bundles on their shoulders – their last bit of estate they
could carry. They herded their cows along the street, their sheep and cows mooing and braying
with hunger and thirst. People cried aloud. [They] damned the war, and the unknown to where
they had to run. We were barely alive with fear and what would happen to us. Brother-in-law
said, “Well, we got ourselves into a nest! Karola, you wanted to go on, now you have goulash!”
We could not sleep and went to the train station so we would be in front of the line. At four
o’clock the train arrived… There were many already there. They kept pushing and shoving to
get into the train. It took fists to make one’s way, but brother-in-law Fiedor knew how to hold
his own in this. Anna and I stayed ahead of him [with] Edusz and Józef, one on each side of him.
The hardest was to hold onto our baggage, but Fiedor grabbed and hung on to the hand bars at
the entrance and would not let go. Other passengers beat Fiedor on his arms with their canes.
But brother-in-law Fiedor withstood all this until we all got into the train and he got in after us.
So much shouting, crying, fighting -- it was impossible to hear anything above the desperate
confusion. Men and ladies without packages sat on top of the train cars, just to escape the war.
We started out from Warsaw at half past five in the morning and the next day we arrived [in
Gdansk] toward evening. We had not eaten or drunk anything because we didn’t want to leave
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the train… In Gdansk we got out of the train where they took us to some kind of sheds that were
enclosed by a high metal fence. They kept us there and let out only a few at a time every day.
We slept on the floor on trampled straw. Oh the dust!! Some kind of cantina was there where
people could buy coffee and black bread. (Was this one of the touted emigrant hotels?)
We were there for three days. And when we saw how it was there, in the evening we went to the
gate and sat there dozing. And in the morning they were letting through a few people, like
prisoners… again the fighting! Everyone wanted to get through but we were the first ones at the
gate. They let through about fifty of us and the rest had to wait.
We were taken on boats to the other side of Gdansk into barracks… There was a cantina that
sold food, black coffee, dried fish and bread. At least this was better for us in that we were not
locked in. There was an office of a Jewish company that sold ship cards. More worry! We were
on an island and the consul was in the city. How could we get our visas? Brother-in-law
cursed that on which the world stands, but there was no help. The Jewish man told us that
whoever buys a ship card on his ship line and gives him [their] passports, he will get [the] visas
without us having to go with him. So we gave the Jewish man our passports and in three days he
brought our visas to us [and] we paid him.
But again the situation was bad because the ship did not arrive, and we waited ten days and still
the ship did not come. But we got a little relief because we could read the newspapers. We read
that the situation with the war was moving toward the better, a general retreat of the Russian
Army was beginning. Finally some men picked up some wooden sticks and went to the office of
the Jewish man and demanded he return all their money [saying,] “We will not wait longer, our
money is being used up for food and the ship is still not here.” He says, “If you do not believe
me, come with me on a boat and we’ll go to the port. It is already standing there.” The ship was
there, but they were still painting it.
Steamship lines were held accountable for medical examinations of the immigrants before
departing the port. Most seaport medical examinations were made by doctors employed by the
steamship lines. These examinations were quick and identified only the most obvious diseases
and defects. In addition, the medical staff attended to disinfection of people and baggage as well
as necessary vaccinations. [10]
Karolina described her experience: We readied all our belongings. A doctor was there to
inspect us for health. We passed everything well. We were healthy but some of the people were
turned back because they had “drachomem*” in the eyes. We waited for two days until at long
*Drachomem: She likely meant “trachoma,” an infectious disease that is a leading cause of blindness.
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last, after thirty days, we boarded our ship. It was Saturday, the 7th
of September, 1920. On Sunday morning we would sail from
Gdansk.
Brother-in-law was with us until we boarded the ship. Then with
such painful sadness we blessed each other and said our last
goodbyes. Brother-in-law had to part with his son, Edusz, forever.
To us all, brother-in-law was so steadfast. He was so good to have
with us. He was like a father, like a guide, a leader. .. It was so hard
for us to part with him. After we sailed away, he too would have a
better journey because the war was far from Warsaw and he got
home without fear.

Figure 2 Tomasz (Thomas) Fiedor

During the time Karolina and her companions had been in Gdansk, Polish commander, General
Piłsudski, was able to rally his forces and gain tactical successes in the field of battle, such that
by August 20th, most of the Russians had been pushed across the Bug River away from Warsaw
and were retreating in chaos. In the end Piłsudski’s military genius and, in the eyes of some
Poles, divine intervention, allowed the Poles to win the battle of the Vistula… and snatch victory
when defeat seemed imminent. This Polish victory became known as the Miracle on the Vistula.
[11]

CROSSING THE ATLANTIC

Figure 3 The New Rochelle
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The conditions in steerage, especially for early immigrants, were crowded, dark and unsanitary.
At one time the average passenger mortality rate was 10% per voyage. These dreadful
conditions were the single most important reason for America’s early immigration laws. [12]
Unfortunately, the laws were almost impossible to enforce. As late as 1911, in a report to
President William H. Taft, the United States Immigration Commission said: The open deck
space reserved for steerage passengers is usually very limited, and situated in the worst part of
the ship, subject to the most violent motion, to the dirt from the stacks and the odors from the
hold and galleys... the only provisions for eating are frequently shelves or benches along the
sides or in the passages of sleeping compartments. Dining rooms are rare and, if found, are
often shared with berths installed along the walls. Toilets and washrooms are completely
inadequate; saltwater only is available.
The ventilation is almost always inadequate, and the air soon becomes foul. The unattended
vomit of the seasick, the odors of not too clean bodies, the reek of food and the awful stench of
the nearby toilet rooms make the atmosphere of the steerage such that it is a marvel that human
flesh can endure it... Most immigrants lie in their berths for most of the voyage, in a stupor
caused by the foul air. The food often repels them... It is almost impossible to keep personally
clean. All of these conditions are naturally aggravated by the crowding.
By the 1880’s, almost all transatlantic passenger vessels were steamships. Prior to steamships the
transatlantic passage took two to four months. In the first decade of the 20th century, the Atlantic
crossing in an iron steamship took six to twelve days. The least expensive passage was steerage
class which cost about $25, roughly two or three weeks wages for a coal miner at the time.
Second class cabins cost about $20 more. By 1915 a steerage ticket was $35 and a second class
ticket was $50 - $65 so most immigrants booked into the less expensive steerage class. [13]
Let’s pick up the story of our travelers, Karolina, Anna, Józef and Edusz. They had traveled by
wagon to Nowsi where they boarded a train that took them through the Battle of the Vistula in
Warsaw and on to the port city of Gdansk. Now they were beginning their ocean voyage to
America on the steamship New Rochelle.
At first when we sailed out of Gdansk, we sailed across the canal for eight hours.* We were glad
that [it] would be like this all the way to America. The water was [so] smooth it felt like sitting
at home. Then we sailed toward the ocean and to England where we again waited in a port,
loading coal for two days and a night. We again started toward the ocean but for four days
there was such a sea storm it seemed we would never see land again, or America. People
became sick. Four died - two children and two adults. The mother of one of the children wanted
to jump into the sea for the boy who died. She had two [children] with her. One of them was
badly handicapped, one healthy. The healthy one died.
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* She was likely referring to Kiel Canal, known as the Kaiser
Wilhelm Kanal until 1948. The canal linked the North Sea to
the Baltic Sea.

Karolina described the fear and sickness that
plagued her during the ocean voyage: I got seasick
[and] felt I was going to die. I told my niece Anna,
“If I die, take all the money I have and use it for the
three of you. You somehow will all reach home.” It
was night. All at once a cry was out that the ship
was sinking! Shrieking! Screaming! Clamor! People
pinning on their safety belts! I barely dragged
myself off the bed, picked up my safety belt, and a
young man grabbed my belt and pulled it toward
him. I pulled it back to me and we pulled back and
forth until his mother came running and grabbed my
belt away for her son. I gave up and lay down in
bed again - come what will. Everyone disappeared to the top deck. The sailors chased all of
them down to the dining room because the water would splash them off into the sea. My niece
Anna [was] sitting by me and weeping. Sailors were
Figure 4 The Steerage, 1907, Alfred Stieglitz,
photographer (American, 1864 – 1946
going through our baggage. If anyone had liquor
The J. Paul Getty Museum
they were taking it and getting drunk.
During the ocean voyage the deck was often filled with seasick passengers and below deck was
dark and overcrowded. Karolina’s nephew, Edusz, was repulsed by the overcrowding and foul
smells. The only place he could find solace was in the engine room. He happened to be a
particularly industrious lad and made himself helpful. The crew enjoyed the extra help and soon
he spent his time working, or listening to stories of crewmen, in the engine room. [14]
For most of the Atlantic crossing passengers passed the time playing cards, singing, dancing and
talking. Rumors about the inspection process they would experience when arriving at Ellis
Island circulated among travelers. Passengers listened to stories from relatives who had made the
trip before them and they rehearsed the answers to the questions they would be asked. [15]
Karolina described the final days of the Atlantic crossing: The storm at sea [was] such a
frightening thing. It jerked the ship around as if it were an acorn… But the tempest calmed
down; we acclimatized ourselves to the ocean and after twelve days we floated into New York.
For vessels entering New York Harbor, there was a quarantine area at the lower bay of the
harbor. The medical inspectors boarded incoming ships and examined immigrants. [16] While
U.S. citizens were exempt from the medical examination, other passengers were inspected for
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contagious diseases including small pox, measles, typhoid fever, cholera, yellow fever, scarlet
fever, plague and diphtheria. [16]
ARRIVING IN AMERICA

Figure 5 The Statue of Liberty

The bigness of Mrs. Liberty overcame us. No one spoke a word for she was like a goddess and we know
she represented the big, powerful country which was to be our future home.

Anonymous Polish Immigrant - Ellis Island
Karolina, Anna, Józef and Edusz were delayed for three days at Ellis Island: We had to
telegraph for money because we were running short for [train] tickets and everyone had to have
twenty five dollars extra, in addition to the cost of the tickets, for beginning life in America.
Edusz’s memoirs, as written by his daughter Theresa, pick up the story with recollections of
entering America: Upon seeing the Statue of Liberty, Edusz changed his clothes and put on two
pairs of socks and two shirts and threw his suitcase overboard. When asked why he did such a
crazy thing, he answered, “I am starting a new life and I have just my money in my sock and my
papers to get into my new country.” [17]
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In Ellis Island the women were placed
in one line and men in another. Anna
recalled that being separated from
Edusz and Józef was one the most
terrible experiences in Ellis Island.
However, this was not the last anxiety
they faced during the inspection
process. Panic overtook Karolina and
Anna as their hair was examined for
lice. If lice were found, their heads
would be shaved. Anna remembered
that two Jewish girls ahead of them in
line were coming to America to be
married. Anna described it: They had
their heads shaved and they just went
crazy. They had to be carried away. [18]

Figure 6 Immigrant Women in Inspection Line at Ellis Island

Karolina and Anna cried and cried hoping they could make it through the health inspection,
standing as close to one another as they could. But the worst was still to come. Everyone had to
strip down and leave their clothes and walk through a shower for a treatment for lice. Both girls
were so shocked that they would have to walk unclothed before all of these other women. It was
unthinkable! If they could have run and hidden, this would have been the time, but they must
have courage to move forward. Poland was just a memory. [19]
A final stumbling block detained Edusz in Ellis Island. His papers were listed in the name
Edwina instead of Edward. This meant that he had to stay at Ellis Island while the issue was
resolved. He watched his family leave to travel on to Sheridan without him. A second issue
arose when he was questioned about having enough money to be allowed into the country. He
took off his shoe to reveal the money he concealed between his socks. After the confusion
cleared, Edusz was able to purchase a train ticket and enough meal tickets to get to Sheridan,
Wyoming. When asked about his extended stay in Ellis Island, he explained that he had gotten
four days of sleeping in a good bed with enough to eat. [20]
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THE IMMIGRANT TRAIN

Figure 7 Immigrants waiting at Ellis Island – Public Health Service photo

William Kreeft was a young child when he rode on a North American emigrant train in the 1920s. He
recalled: “The trains were dirty and very short on all of the amenities for daily life. When I entered the
first grade, the class was asked to draw a picture of a train. I did so and colored the whole train black.
The teacher spanked me for not using other colors, and for not taking a realistic view of trains. My
mother later explained to her what my experiences of trains had been.” [21]

Early Train Travel
Weary immigrants who completed their ocean journey and made their way through entry
inspections had little time for reprieve. Their journey was not yet at an end. Finding their way
to a railroad station to travel to their final destination was usually their next step. In the second
half of the nineteenth century, eleven million immigrants boarded trains to find their new homes
in the United States. [22]
Early immigrants experienced difficult train travel. Nonstop train travel across the United States
did not exist. Many railroad companies sprung up and unfortunately only sold tickets for travel
on their particular route. Long distance travelers faced a series of transfers because each time
one company’s line ended, passengers had to gather their baggage and locate the next company’s
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office. Then they would buy another ticket and board a new train for the next leg of the trip. This
could happen multiple times on a long distance trip. Considering the language barrier, these
transfers could be overwhelming. [23]
In 1879 twenty-eight year old Robert Louis Stevenson* traveled across the United States. He
offered a glimpse into the immigrant train experience when he wrote: There was a Babel of
bewildered men, women, and children. The wretched little booking-office, and the baggageroom, which was not much larger, were crowded thick with emigrants, and were heavy and rank
with the atmosphere of dripping clothes. He went on to describe the train car as, a long, narrow
wooden box, like a flat-roofed Noah's ark, with a stove and a convenience, one at either end, a
passage down the middle and transverse benches upon either hand... When describing the
options for sleeping, Stevenson offered: The benches are too short for anything but a young
child. Where there is scarce elbow-room for two to sit, there will not be space enough for one to
lie. [24]
One danger of the immigrant train experience was the risk of spoiled food. Stevenson developed
a severe case of diarrhea somewhere in the Midwest. It was likely that he contracted food
poisoning at one of the brief meal stops along the way, an all too common experience for the
immigrant traveler. On Stevenson’s train, more than half of the passengers suffered this malady
at least one time during the journey. [25]
By 1920 when Karolina, Anna and Józef crossed the United States, the experience had improved
somewhat. Karolina wrote an account of this journey in an unpublished paper titled You’ll be
Traveling Hundreds of Miles Westward: It took immigration officials a week to process us
through Ellis Island… Those of us immigrants who were traveling into the heart of America were
called together by a gentleman who spoke Polish fluently. He told us he had been assigned to
see us safely through the greater part of our journey westward. “Most of you will be in route for
three or four days. Because you don’t speak English and won’t know how to buy food, we want
each of you to buy one of these boxes of food which has been prepared for you. These should
last you until you reach your destination. We don’t want you to be hungry.” We were impressed
with the thoughtfulness of the authorities. Each box cost $1.00. It contained summer sausage, a
loaf of rye bread, cheese, oranges and bananas.
After we made our purchase, he said, “Now gather up your bags and follow me.” He led us to a
small boat that carried us to a pier not too far from a train depot. As we sailed away from Ellis
Island we looked back and silently bid goodbye to the Statue of Liberty, the towering figure who
had been first to greet us to this new land.
We clattered off the boat and walked a short distance to the train station. Our group leader led
us to a waiting room and asked us to be seated on the wooden benches until our train was
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ready… I stood up and looked out the window. “Anna, come look!” Big black train engines,
spewing smoke, their bells dinging and donging, were shuffling cars on the tracks.
*Robert Louis Stevenson was in his late twenties as he traveled across the United States. He later found fame as a
writer. His most famous works are Treasure Island, Kidnapped, and The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.

Our leader soon called us to pick up our bags and follow him. We walked across several tracks
to a long black train puffing and billowing smoke, ringing its bell noisily like a school teacher
calling her children in after recess. Our leader then directed us to sit in one coach so he could
keep an eye on us. He informed us about the restrooms and told us we would be sleeping in our
seats. The train gave an initial jerk and we began our trek westward. We stared at the huge
buildings - the miles of city.
We were most amazed by the long, long expanse of the American continent… The land just
stretched on from horizon to horizon. Every so often when the train stopped at some station, we
were allowed to get out and walk about, but we were instructed to stay close together and not to
speak to anyone outside our group. I remember some young men calling to us in our native
tongue, but our leader told them to keep their distance. Our leader helped me make my first
purchase in America (other than the food box) – some apples for the three of us and a package of
cigarettes for my nephew who had just begun to smoke.
When we reached Chicago, we were led into a warm comfortable room in the railroad station.
There were restrooms [with] warm water where we were able to wash and freshen up. What
luxury!
After a while the group leader came up to me and told me he would now take the three of us to
the train that would take us all the way to Wyoming. He said we would be on our own after this
as he had to stay with those who still had other train changes to make. He again gave us some
sound advice about not making friends with anyone until we reached our destination. He then
led us a short distance to our train, got us settled comfortably in a coach, and bid us goodbye.
When we reached relatives in Wyoming we heard some grim stories of what had happened to
some immigrants in the past. Only then did we truly recognize and appreciate the value of the
protection and care we had received. I don’t know who arranged for this protection, this care
until our last change of trains, whether it was the government or the railroad, but God bless all
those who were, and are, concerned for the safety of travelers. [26]
We know that Karolina posted a letter to her mother, Anna Waszut, when they stopped in
Chicago. In December of 1921, Anna wrote a letter to her daughter Francisczka saying, It was
very hard to send my youngest daughter, Karolina, on the long trip. Anna goes on to mention
that she had received the letter Karolina sent from Chicago. She wrote: a heavy weight was lifted
from my shoulders that they are alive and well. Although Anna had encouraged her children to
find better fortune in America, she knew in her heart that she would never see them again. She
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was happy for her children. However, in her letter she
mentioned that she had eight wounds in [her] heart and an
empty house. (The eight wounds Anna mentions refer to eight of
her children who had immigrated to North America, whom she
would not see again.) [27]
Karolina remembered the train experience in this way: It was a
sleepless journey for me. I couldn’t sleep a wink for four days
and four nights. [28] When Karolina, Anna and Józef arrived,
waiting at the Sheridan depot was Józef Karch (Karolina’s
fiancé), Józef Zowada (Anna’s step-father), and Józef Haratyk
(Józef’s father). They had an automobile. After expressing our
greetings we climbed in… and for the first time in our lives we
rode in an automobile! ... So at last we ended our sad,
unpleasant journey to America. [29]
Four days later Edusz arrived at the Sheridan depot. No one was
there to meet him because he had no way to notify family of his
departure from Ellis Island. He came upon a Polish speaking
man who provided directions and also gave him a ride to the
edge of town. [30] Facing the last five miles of his long journey
alone, Edusz walked south of Sheridan to the Meade Creek
home of his uncle Józef Haratyk. [31]
-0-

Figure 8 Burlington Timetable,
1922

Karolina’s story raises several interesting questions. What conditions caused ethnic Poles to
leave their homes to travel to so far from home? And what conditions in Wyoming drew
immigrants to find a new life in this sparsely populated state? To answer these questions let’s
explore key events in Wyoming history that opened the door to immigrants. And let’s examine
the history of Poland to understand why ethnic Poles were willing to leave everything they knew
to travel to the Wyoming frontier.
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