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Cast of characters
Though quite a few of our relatives immigrated to the United States, only our four direct 
ancestors located in the Ellis Island records will be discussed. These are the four 
names shown on the chart in yellow and green.  Immigration dates are shown in purple.  
Jan Jaroszewski went to America while Pauline was a child, and as far as we know, was 
never heard from again.  And in fact, one of the reasons Antonina Jaroszewska came in 
1907 was to look for him.  Barbara Dąbrowska stayed in Poland.

Wanda’s father and mother did not meet until they had both moved to Brooklyn.  
Raymond’s family lived in Kumelsk, northeast of Warsaw; and Pauline’s family lived 
northwest of Warsaw in the village of Osiek Piaseczny.



As with life today, there can 
be quite a few reasons for 
choosing to emigrate.  
Maybe a new job, political 
discontent, health issues, or 
even adventure.   But today, 
we do not have to fit 
everything we want to take 
with us in one trunk or case!

Before looking at the 
reasons behind the choices 
made by our ancestors, 
events in Poland and its 
place within Europe need to 
be discussed as this was 
often the impetus for 
choosing to leave.

A Polish emigrant carrying a trunk onto a ship, 1907. George Grantham Bain Collection 
photograph. Library of Congress reproduction number LC-USZ62-23711 

Hard decisions



Beginning in 1772, three countries surrounding Poland made the decision to begin 
“annexing” Poland.  Prussia, Austria, and Russia each took a “chunk” bordering 
their county by simultaneously invading and occupying the areas they had agreed 
to take from Poland.

http://history.howstuffworks.com/european-history/history-of-poland3

In 1793, Prussia and Russia decided to take over more of Poland. Two years later, the 
entire county was gone from the world map.  Russia had taken over 65% of what was once 
Poland.  It would not be a country again until 1918 with the signing of the treaty ending 
World War I.  Of course Poland was not a “free” country even then because it was 
controlled by the Soviet Union and was under a communist government.

Poland disappears from the world map



Map of Europe 1871 – No Poland!

From 1793 until 1918, the area where our ancestors lived was under the control of 
Russia and they were considered Russian citizens.  

But they did NOT consider themselves Russian!

https://www2.bc.edu

Our families
lived in this area.



http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Prussiamap.gif#mediaviewer/File:Prussiamap.gif

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ac.prussiamap3.png#mediaviewer/File:Ac.prussiamap3.png

You must be wondering why the 
previous map said Germany 
instead of Prussia.  Yeah, right!  By 
1871 Prussia became part of the 
German Confederation which 
appears on maps as the German 
Empire.

Even today, the boundaries of many 
Eastern European countries often 
change.  That is one of the reasons 
most Europeans speak more than one 
language.



What were the occupations of our ancestors?
Because our ancestors lived in rural areas, their occupations were generally related 
to farming.  As with all the agrarian societies of the past, it was stratified.  Wealthier 
people owned a lot of the land, some families owned small tracts, others worked the 
land for others, and still others worked for or in the manor houses belonging to the 
well-to-do.

The occupations listed in marriage and birth 
records of our many of our ancestors included:
gospodarz - farmer
kopczarz – farmer of land recently cleared of 

forest
rolnik - peasant
wyrobnik - peasant, day laborer
zagrodnik- farm-house owner (not owning land)

Notice that none of these occupations is any 
indication of much wealth.  We can proudly say 
our ancestors were the hard working survivors 
of a historically suppressed group of people –
but we are evidence of their will to survive!

http://en.wikipedia.org/



What did most immigrants 
expect to achieve by coming to 

America?

Francie, the main character of the novel, asks her grandmother why she came to the 
United States since the family was living in tenement housing and they were very poor.  
She responds:

“There is here, what is not in the old country.  In spite of hard unfamiliar things, there is 
here – hope.  In the old country, a man can be no more than his father, providing he 
works hard.  If his father was a carpenter, he may be a carpenter.  He may not be a 
teacher or a priest.  He may rise – but only to his father’s state.  In the old country, a man 
is given to the past.  Here he belongs to the future.  In this land, he may be what he will, 
if he has the good heart and the way of working honestly at the right things.”

I would suggest that anyone interested in truly 
understanding life in Brooklyn, New York during the 
early 20th century read A Tree Grows in Brooklyn
written by Betty Smith in 1943 and published by Harper 
and Brothers.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Tree_Grows_in_Brooklyn_



The novel takes place in the part of Brooklyn 
called Williamsburg which is exactly where 
the Werbickis always lived.  The time period 
of the book is 1912 to 1917.  To put this in 
context, Raymond Werbicki came in 1909, 
Pauline Jaroszewska came in 1913, and they 
married in 1920.  Though Francie’s mother 
was from Austria and her father from 
Ireland, the images evoked by the author 
would apply to any immigrant.  Mom often 
talked about the many Irish families who 
lived in nearby neighborhoods.  Though the 
family moved many times to follow rent 
reductions, the family always lived in the 
Williamsburg area until Raymond died in 
1968 at which time Pauline and daughter, 
Regina, moved to Georgia to live with us.

Williamsburg Bridge
seen here under construction 

opened in 1903.

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division
reproduction number LC-DIG-det-4a09796



While in Poland, John and I visited the Village Museum in Sierpc Mazowiecka.  This village 
is a composite and reconstruction of buildings to form a late 19th and early 20th century 
Polish village.  Since the museum is located just a few miles from the area where Pauline 
grew up, her house most likely would have been very similar to the one shown above.   
The inside can be seen on the following page.

Leaving their Polish homes

John Criminger



The inside of the house is somewhat reminiscent of houses from the colonial time 
period in America.  

John Criminger



Probably never traveled 
far from home

Most likely our ancestors rarely made it more 
than a few miles from their village.  In fact, for 
most emigrants, getting to the port was their 
first major journey.  When the decision was 
made to leave home for America, the distances 
each would travel probably seemed daunting.  
There were very few train lines in Russian 
occupied Poland.  According to Zenon
Znamirowski (our guide in Poland), in order to 
catch a train to the coast, our ancestors had to 
make it to a village named Aleksandrów.  This 
village was on the border between Russian 
Poland and Prussian Poland and had train lines 
that would eventually get them to the coastal 
areas of Germany and the Netherlands.   How 
did they get to the train?  They walked or got 
rides in wagons along the way.  The unusual 
wagons used in this part of the world can be 
seen here.  They were versatile and could be 
reconfigured based on need with seats that 
could be added.

John Criminger

http://tripwow.tripadvisor.com/



Antonina Cybulska Jaroszewska (in 1907) and her daughter, Pauline Jaroszewska (in 
1913) both left from the port at Rotterdam, Netherlands.  

Jan Wierzbicki (in 1898) and his son, Raymond Wierzbicki (in 1907) both left from the port 
at Hamburg, Germany.

Note:  Usually the people of Poland left from either of the German ports – Hamburg or 
Bremen.  For some unknown reason, our grandmother and her relatives left from 
Rotterdam.  Sometimes it depended on the advertisements sent out by the steamship 
lines.

“Catching a ship”



These maps show the location of Aleksandrów (just south 
of Torun) which the emigrants of parts of northern Poland 
would have used to catch a train to the coast.



Above is the train station in Aleksandrów as seen today.  The officical name of 
the town is Aleksandrów Kujawski.  No date for the construction of this building 
could be found, but it appears to be old enough to have been the one our 
ancestors visited.



How far did our ancestors travel to get to a train?

According to the story Pauline told her daughter Wanda, Pauline and two other girls were 
taken to Warsaw to board a train for Germany.   Antonina may have traveled the same route.  
This may have been the safest way for women to travel.  Evidently, Jacob Cybulski 
sometimes went to Warsaw for business reasons which may be why they were not taken 
directly to Aleksandrów.

Osiek Piaseczny

Train station



Even today, Osiek Piaseczny is a 
very small village!   While in Poland, 
John and I learned that Antonina 
and Pelagia’s family lived in a 
wooden house on what today is a 
community soccer field. 

The photo above was taken while in 
Osiek Piaseczny.  It was shot 
looking across the soccer field.

John Criminger

Osiek Piaseczny



The trip to the train station would have been a lot more daunting for the Wierzbicki
men.  They would have traveled from the  village of Kumelsk. The location of the 
train station at Aleksandrów is south of Torun.  This trip on foot or wagon would 
have been about 180 miles.

One would hope 
that at 17, 
Raymond 
Wierzbicki did 
not make this trip 
alone.  Careful 
scanning of the 
ship manifest 
has not 
uncovered any 
names that 
connected with 
known family 
relationships.    

Kumelsk

Aleksandrów



Kumelsk

Kumelsk is most likely larger now than 
when Raymond Wierzbicki left in 1909.  
Today there are 20 to 30 homes.  When 
John and I visited, none appeared to date 
back to that time period.  The main street 
going through the village can be seen 
below. 

This is the village where I 
met my 4th cousin, 
Jadwiga Grzymała.  Her 
grandmother, Jadwiga
Sadowska and my 
grandfather, Raymond 
Wierzbicki, were second 
cousins.



Both groups would have gone by train from Aleksandrów to their port city.

Antonina and Pelagia would have had to take the train across all of Germany and the 
Netherlands.   Combined, the total journey would have been about 750 miles.

Getting to the Port

Jan and Raymond Wierzbicki’s trip by train to Hamburg, Germany was about 450 miles.  
Their total journey would have been about 620 miles.

The usual time for the crossing to America was about 10 days – depending on weather.



Ships used by our ancestors 

The Pretoria was built in 1897 for the Hamburg American Line.  It could carry 10 first class 
passengers and 1200 3rd class.

Wanda’s grandfather, Jan Wierzbicki, was on board the first year it was in service.  Jan left 
Hamburg, Germany on November 1, 1898 and arrived at Ellis Island on November 14, 1898 
along with about 660 other passengers.

Pretoria

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SS_Pretoria_LOC_det.4a15908.jpg



Raymond Wierzbicki came to America on the Hamburg America ship called the 
Badenia.  It was built in 1902 and had a capacity of 1210 passengers.
Raymond left Hamburg on March 16, 1909 and arrived at Ellis Island on April 3, 1909 
(about a week longer than usual)  He was one of 1225 passengers. That number 
would have put the ship over passenger capacity.  Raymond knew his father was in 
America but probably did not know where.  There are no family stories indicating he 
ever found him, and Jan Wierzbicki’s whereabouts have not as yet been discovered.

http://immigrationinamerica.org/538-hamburg-amerika-line.html

No image of the Badenia
has been found except the 
one on the Ellis Island 
website.  The Badenia was 
built by the same company 
as the Pretoria that carried 
his father to America, and 
the two ships look 
identical.  To the left is a 
photo of “boarding” to 
come to America.



Nieuw Amsterdam
Wanda’s grandmother, Antonina 
Cybulska Jaroszewska, left 
Rotterdam on The Nieuw Amsterdam 
and arrived at Ellis Island on July 
27,1907.  It was built for the Holland-
America Line and could carry about 
2000 passengers.  Her summer 
voyage probably resulted in a 
particularly uncomfortable  voyage!

Wanda’s mother, Pauline Jaroszewska
traveled to America on the Noordam.  
This ship, built in 1902,  was also 
constructed for the Holland-America 
Line.  It was designed to carry 2278 
passengers.  When Pauline arrived at 
Ellis Island on September 29, 1913, it was 
carrying 3332 passengers.  With over 
1000 beyond capacity  must have been 
miserable.

http://www.hollandamericablog.com/holland-line-ships
-past-and-present/the-nieuw-amsterdam-i-of-1906/

http://www.norwayheritage.com/p_ship.asp?sh=noord



What were their personal reasons for leaving? 

3.  Antonina Cybulska Jaroszewska – Antonina left Poland  in 1907 to find her husband 
already in America.   Several men named Jan Jaroszewski have been found in the 
immigration records but distinguishing our Jan has not been possible.  We do know he 
went to Pennsylvania to work in the coal mines.  Many, many Polish immigrants did.

4.  Pauline Jaroszewska Wierzbicka – When Antonina left in 1907, she left her daughters 
with her parents (Jacob and Franciszka Cybulski) in Poland.   Pauline left in 1913 to live 
in Brooklyn with her mother, Antonina.

1.  Jan Wierzbicki – Though his 
record into Ellis Island has been 
found  (1898), his reason for leaving 
Poland is unknown.  He left Poland 
when Raymond was 6 years old.  We 
think Raymond was an only child as 
no stories were ever told about 
siblings.  

2.  Raymond Kasper Wierzbicki - The 
story told to us was he left to avoid 
being forced into the Russian Army.  
He left in 1909 when he was 17, and 
his name has been found in the 
Russian Conscription book listing 
male births for his parish.

Left to right:  Raymond Kasper Weizbicki, Antonina Cybulska
Jaroszewska, Pauline Jaroszewska Wierzbicka, Felix Wierzbicki
(son of Raymond and Pauline)

Family photo



Life on board the ship
The majority of passengers, including all our Polish relatives, purchased steerage 
tickets for about $25.  This meant their ticket did not come with a reserved area 
on the ship but required them to stake a claim to an area in the hold of the boat 
for themselves. The conditions were generally crowded, dark, and unsanitary.  
Often one steerage compartment would hold between 100 and 400 passengers.  

Even after the 
government 
passed some 
laws to protect 
immigrants, 
conditions did 
not improve 
much.

http://www.kevinolson.com/olson/chronicles/vol12/steerage.jpg



In 1911, the US Immigration Commission sent the following report to 
President Taft:

"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."   (http://www.ohranger.com/ellis-
island/immigration-journey)



http://americanhistory.si.edu/

Waiting to get off the ship!

It is hard to imagine what our 
ancestors felt when seeing the 
Statue of Liberty and knowing 
their trips were finally done!

http://blogs.baruch.cuny.edu/

Though their lives would not be easy and 
job opportunities were limited due to wide 
spread prejudices against immigrants, our 
ancestors had faith that they, and 
especially their children, were in a place 
where change could happen.



A video has been placed on YouTube by Polish 
Origins about the experiences of Polish emigrants.  
The title is:  Krakow - Hamburg - New York. 
Emigration from the Old Country to the New World.  
This video will explain some of the difficulties 
emigrants experienced as they made their way to 
America.  Please follow the link below and take a 
few minutes to watch.   I think you will have a better 
understanding of some of the hardships 
encountered by Jan Wierzbicki, Raymond 
Wierzbicki, Antonina Cybulska Jaroszewska, and 
Pauline Jaroszewska.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXyHMD-2lYk
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division

reproduction number LC-USZ62-35634 



To continue with these stories, please read some previously posted (but recently 
updated) stories from the “blogroll” at the opening page of “Our Fortenberry Family.”
Within these stories can be found more extensive specific events including images of 
the Ellis Island records.

1.  “Ellis Island and the Wierzbickis” includes information about the process of 
entering the county through Ellis Island and the documents for Jan and Raymond 
Wierzbicki.  

2.  For the story of Pauline Jaroszewska Wierzbicka, including her Ellis Island 
records, please see “Wanda’s Mother: Bachie.”

3.  The story of Antonina Cybulska Jaroszewska’s immigration can be found in 
Cybulski Family Part 3.

Want to read more about these events?

Polish philosopher born in Warsaw in 1886

http://statusmind.com/clever-quotes-1162/

4.  Please see the 
article “Polish Origins 
Adventure” to read 
about the discoveries 
made while in Poland 
in September, 2014.


