
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LIBEL, MONARCHY, AND LIBERTY: 
MILWAUKEE POLES NEGOTIATING CITIZENSHIP 

AT THE TURN OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Benjamin R. Grey 
History 397: Honors History Writing Tutorial 

Professor Alice Weinreb 
December 11, 2017 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Grey 1 
 

Introduction 

Published in mid-1772, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Government of Poland was a 

document which, in its journey from commissioning to publishing, found itself immediately 

outdated, useless, and unwanted for the late-eighteenth century nation of Poland.  Rousseau’s 

advice was not what the Poles expected, for their aspirations were to make their nation compete 

with the budding nationalisms of France, Czarist Russia, and England.  In stark contrast to their 

expectations, the work instructed the people of Poland to produce patriots and to “maintain or 

revive (as the case may be) your ancient customs and introduce suitable new ones that will also be 

purely Polish.”1  In Rousseau’s opinion, this meant abandoning the vain courtly, religious, and 

cultural practices which were popular amongst the rest of early-Enlightenment era Europe,2 and 

instead creating “a spirit that is martial but not ambitious.” 3  By nationalizing the education system, 

revolutionizing the orders of Polish society, and adjusting honorific and economic systems, 

Rousseau envisioned a Poland that might prosper in peace and isolation, quietly feared by all its 

neighbors.4  At the time already beset by the first of the partitions however, Poland was unwilling 

to accept the advice it had sought from the famed Enlightenment thinker, and thus, the brief but 

thorough work was never fully implemented as Rousseau had envisioned it to be.  Relegated to 

the back of dusty library shelves, the work’s message was never to be heard again—or so many 

thought. 

Though this narrative might strike one as excessively mournful or overly dramatic, the 

emphasis utilized is an attempt to show how far Rousseau’s fifteen-point plan for the rise of a great 

                                                
1 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Government of Poland, trans. Willmoore Kendall (Indianapolis, Indiana: Hackett 
Publishing Company, 1985), 14. 
2 Ibid., 9. 
3 Ibid., 68. 
4 Ibid., 68. 
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Polish republic had drifted from reality and Polish thought.  Throughout the nineteenth century, 

Poland found itself beset on all sides by greater foreign powers, and especially towards the end of 

the century, many emigrated from the motherland to the United States because of this reality.  The 

religious homogeneity of nineteenth century Poland meant that as the Poles arrived in the United 

States, the presumption that all Polish immigrants were loyal Catholics, was not only well founded, 

but almost entirely true.  This meant that the words “Polish” and “Catholic” were functionally 

synonymous to both the immigrants themselves, and those already established in the United States. 

The early-twentieth century was a time of great turmoil for the Catholic Church in the city 

of Milwaukee, and indeed many Polish Catholics across the Midwest.  Though it has been deemed 

the Polish Church War by some historians such as Anthony Kuzniewski, to call it such seems to 

be inaccurate.5  On the surface, the turmoil appears to be the result of a personal dispute between 

the archbishop of the time, S. G. Messmer, and a prominent Polish priest, Wenceslaus Kruszka, 

on the issue of whether Polish Catholics ought to be granted what was perceived as proportional 

ethnic representation in the ecclesial hierarchy of the local Church.  However, the issue is not so 

simple.  When one broadens the inquiry to include not only the personal disputes of the archbishop 

and Rev. Kruszka, but also to other situations and questions of the time, especially those 

instantiated by Rev. Kruszka’s brother, Michael Kruszka, a new, richer reality surfaces.  To name 

the imbroglio the Polish Church War is too simplistic a categorization.  The established Church, 

comprised principally of ethnic Germans, desired for Polish immigrants to identify as “Catholics” 

whereas the Poles of early twentieth century Milwaukee were coming to know themselves as 

Catholic-Polish-Americans.  And so, what appears to have happened in Milwaukee in the late-

                                                
5 N. B. Anthony J. Kuzniewski, Faith and Fatherland, (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1980). 
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nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries was not a situation founded in ecclesiastical disputes, but 

rather an attempt to redefine what it meant to be a Polish citizen: Poles were no longer to be merely 

subordinate, Catholic subjects.  Rather, in a manner only philosophically dreamt of by Rousseau 

in a time gone by, Polish immigrants living in the influence of Milwaukee Catholicism (that is, 

even those in the entirety of the state of Wisconsin) created a radical shift in their identity as 

citizens at the turn of the twentieth century, so that, instead of preserving centuries of 

preconceptions, Poles were independent and well-informed citizens who were Polish, Catholic, 

and American. 

Immigrant Preconceptions and “Old Citizenship” 

When examining immigration to the United States, historians seeking to understand the 

process before the time of the First World War appear to generally divide immigrants into two 

groups, creatively named “new” and “old” immigrants.  As a general rule, “old” immigrants came 

from Ireland and Germany and had established themselves as constitutive of American 

immigrants, and thus responded as if challenged by the so-called “new” immigrants from Italy, 

Poland, and other southern and eastern European nations.  Exhibiting unfounded nativist 

tendencies, stereotypes were quickly applied to the “new” immigrants by not only fellow lay 

immigrants, but by the Catholic hierarchy as well.  As noted by some historians, it was often racist 

ideology which drove these stereotypes, as well as notions of blood purity.6   Accused of being 

unskilled laborers, transient, and focused only on material gains, later to be sent back to their 

                                                
6 Richard M. Linkh, American Catholicism and European Immigrants, (New York, New York: Center for Migration 
Studies of New York, Inc., 1978), 36. 
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mother country, “new” immigrants faced many challenges from those who wielded political and 

ecclesial power.7 

Along a more cultural and ethnic thread, the nativists (such as Bishop P. J. Muldoon of 

Rockford, Illinois) of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries accused “new” immigrants 

of lacking the ability to assimilate, despite historical and contemporary refutations to such a claim.8   

Not more than twenty years prior to Bishop Muldoon’s statements, the Germans (who were now 

considered natives of the United States) had beseeched the Irish that they were being neglected 

and forced out of Church affairs—now they were attempting to do the same with the Italians, 

Poles, and Slovaks.  Additionally, at the time, the “new” immigrants seemed to show little desire 

for open revolt or break from the Church, but rather a desire for an equal footing with the 

established Irish and German immigrants and churchmen. 

In addition to the general, secular presumption placed on the “new” immigrants, the Church 

assessed their respective tendencies to retain their Catholicism after departing from the mother-

country, devising a system which placed ethnic groups into one of two categories: missionary or 

self-supporting.9  Despite the reality that the entirety of the United States was considered 

missionary territory for the Catholic Church, certain ethnicities were identified by the American 

prelates as in need of special attention so that they might retain their Catholicism as they emigrated, 

and this was in contrast to the others who enjoyed the presumption that their Catholicism was 

strong enough to survive the trip from Europe.  Italian immigrants of the late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth centuries were considered to be especially at risk for protestant evangelism, or general 

                                                
7 To some extent, this situation and presumption might remind modern readers current presumptions and stereotypes 
placed on immigrants to the United States in the early twenty-first century. 
8 Ibid., 36. 
9 Ibid., 39. 
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religious apathy, due to the implicit structure of Italian Catholicism.  Indeed, some modern-day 

scholars of Italian immigrants have written that “the Italian immigrant religion was not a dictated 

set of beliefs and practices.”10  Presumed to lack the discipline and fervor of other incoming 

ethnicities, groups such as the Italians and Bohemians were given special attention so that less of 

their number might be lost to protestant churches or atheism and modernism.  Poles and other 

eastern European Catholics emigrating to the United States found themselves placed into the 

category opposite that of the Italians: self-supporting.  Noted by some scholars as “frequently 

praised for their devotion” and “the most religious of the immigrant groups,”11 the retention of 

Poles in the Catholic Church was not an early concern of (Irish & German) American bishops.  

Bishop Francis Kelley, who was the source of the missionary and self-supporting rhetoric, said of 

the Poles, “the saltwater of the Atlantic has not tainted the freshness of their faith.”  Not criticized 

for their common practice of living and worshipping separately from other nationalities, the 

Church was initially extremely pleased with the immigration and assimilation of the Poles, 

envisioning them as proof of the ideal in which preservation of the Catholic faith was prized over 

cultural assimilation. 

Despite this initial acceptance, Polish Catholics, and apparently other new immigrants, 

faced significant challenges when attempting to integrate themselves into American (read Irish & 

German) Catholicism and society as a whole.  Though staunchly, orthodoxly Catholic, as discussed 

above, Polish Catholicism and its associated Polish culture differed from that of the well-

established Irish and German cultures.  To successfully navigate the challenging waters of 

                                                
10 Louis Gesualdi, “A Comparison of the Attitudes and Practices of the Irish American and Italian American 
Catholics,” in Models and Images of Catholicism in Italian Americana: Academy and Society, ed. Joseph A. 
Varacalli, et al (Stony Brook, New York: Forum Italicum Publishing, 2002), 44. 
11 Linkh, American Catholicism and European Immigrants, 39 & 44. 
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acceptance after they crossed the waters of the Atlantic, Catholic immigrants were expected to 

paradoxically assimilate and yet possess a desire to retain their individuality and grow their 

communities. 

Successful Catholic assimilation was defined and founded by Biblical teachings, and 

involved the retention of orthodox (and more importantly, orthoprax) Catholicism, as well as 

learning the language of English.  Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore (the first archdiocese within the 

still relatively young United States) desired immigrants to America act in a manner congruent with 

the Biblical character Ruth.12  A stranger in her daughter-in-law’s homeland after becoming a 

widow, Ruth declares to Naomi, “Thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God.”13  

Abandoning her former cultural mannerisms—and even in this case, previous religious 

tendencies—Ruth seeks to become one with a new land, a new people, and a new God.  Similarly, 

Cardinal Gibbon’s use of this passage in regards to immigration seems to suggest that assimilation 

and cultural homogeneity was prized above ethnic and cultural diversity.  Due to his position and 

influence, the Cardinal’s opinion became relatively normative amongst the hierarchy of the 

Church, as Irish clerics preferred American Catholicism to resemble the cultural model they had 

created and abided by for nearly a century.  In the nineteenth century, the Irish—and to some 

extent, Germans—became normative of American Catholicism and identifying as a so-called 

“hyphenated Catholic American” was frowned upon.14  One was not to be a Polish-American, an 

Italian-Catholic or any permutation of hyphenated characteristics, but simply a Catholic in 

America. 

                                                
12 Ibid., 3. 
13 Cf. Ruth 1:15. 
14 Ibid., 24. 
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As the presence of a specific ethnic group grew in a neighborhood or city over the course 

of the nineteenth century, it became common for individual ethnic and national groups to advocate 

for a bishop of their own national origin; as they did so, the called into question the American-ness 

of Irish prelates, asserting they were more Irish than American themselves.  To the new immigrants 

whose native tongue was not English, it seemed as if little assimilation was needed for Irish 

Catholics and their prelates, for English was (and is) the official language of the United States.  

This perceived persecution sometimes led to desperate moves by the new immigrants.  Agitation 

for bishops could result in schismatic threats—a bargaining technique relatively unknown to 

American bishops who were used to an extreme centralization of power—and was extremely 

effective when employed. 

Even in the midst of the desire present amongst the old immigrants for cultural 

homogeneity in America, new immigrants did, however, enjoy limited freedom in cultural 

expression through the allowance of foreign language parishes—often granted as concessions to 

schismatic threats.  The process of creating spaces for foreign language parishes was long and 

complex, and often fraught with resistance, because, as some historians have noted, jurisdictional 

and financial management of foreign language parishes was usually nightmarishly complex and 

rarely promoted any sort of assimilation desired by the Church as a whole.15  In some cases, ethnic 

groups were simply appended onto pre-existent parishes, though, this arrangement was rarely 

satisfactory in the eyes of the new immigrants.  Despite significant financial contributions to the 

parishes’ upkeep and day-to-day operations, new immigrant parishioners were almost never 

                                                
15 Ibid., 105. 
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granted equal rights to the parish facilities.16  Tensions ran high between the new and old 

immigrants, and not just on the issue of parish resources. 

Partially due to its Irish ancestry and partially because of the recently settled character of 

North America, a strictly centralized, monarchical diocesan structure developed in the American 

Catholic Church in an effort to bring order to the chaos of rapid expansion, unprecedented since 

Catholicism’s original legalization in the Roman Empire sixteen hundred years earlier.  The 

centralization led to a firm control exercised by the hierarchy in relation to the creation of new 

parishes, parish finances, and sources of information for Catholics.  For some, such as the Italian 

immigrants, this transition was predicted to be difficult, as their European customs were in strict 

opposition to the new American model, and they practiced a “trustee type arrangement between 

the pastor and his flock.”17  In the case of the Poles however, should not have been expected that 

such an arrangement would be problematic, or even troublesome in the slightest.  As mentioned in 

the introduction, the Poles had outright dismissed the pleadings of Rousseau to abandon their 

former ways in the late-eighteenth century, and thus, initially retained many elements of their 

culture of which he was critical, even as they crossed the Atlantic into American citizenship. 

The overwhelmingly favorable initial response of the Polish immigrants to an edict of the 

Third Baltimore Council demonstrates a crucial example of this phenomenon one might call the 

“old citizenship” of Polish immigrants.18  Encouraged by Rousseau to nationalize their education 

system and allow their children to only be taught by married men who were staunch patriots,19 the 

Poles flirted with the concept of secular education, but instead opted to invite (at the time, 

                                                
16 Ibid., 104. 
17 Ibid., 104. 
18 The Third Baltimore Council was a plenary council of the United States Catholic Church, governing religious and 
cultural practices for all Catholics living in America. 
19 Rousseau, The Government of Poland, 20. 
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suppressed) Jesuit priests to teach in their schools.  As they arrived in America, Polish immigrants 

were bound to follow the edict of the Third Baltimore Council, strictly instructing all Catholics to 

send their children to parochial school if available, unless they had special permission from the 

bishop of the diocese.  Poles responded in droves.  In 1900, just under 70,000 Polish immigrant 

children attended parochial schools nationwide,20 and in 1912, that number had swelled to nearly 

100,000 children attending parochial schools.21  These statistics are further telling when one 

realizes that nearly three quarters of all parishes in which Poles were a significant percentage of 

the population had parochial schools.  Fractions were far under half, and in some cases, even under 

one quarter for nearly every other immigrant nationality.22  Polish children attended these schools, 

and were taught the culture of the motherland, Catholic catechism, and other subjects through texts 

written in Polish and compiled by Polish nuns working in the United States.  Given this, as the 

Poles arrived in the United States, situations originally appeared to proceed as expected, the Poles 

were peaceful and subjugated to the Catholic hierarchy, though, in the city of Milwaukee at the 

turn of the century, Polish immigrants were poised to create a new identity for themselves, a new 

form of citizenship, challenging both secular and religious historical precedent. 

Action, Information and “New Citizenship” 

The Polish immigrants of Milwaukee built their new Polish American citizenship primarily 

through two aspects of independence from the historically precedented secular and religious 

monarchical subjugation: action and information.  Through these two means of independence, the 

Polish immigrant citizen of Milwaukee became one who was a man of action, independent, and 

                                                
20 Wenceslaus Kruszka, A General History of the Polish Immigration in America, vol. 1 of A History of the Poles in 
America to 1908, ed. James S. Pula, trans. Krystyna Jankowski (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 1993), 83 & 112. 
21 Linkh, American Catholicism and European Immigrants, 111. 
22 Ibid., 111. 
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well-informed.23  Indeed, it was not the practice of Church to afford such liberties to its members, 

as in 1907, a handbook was published for all Catholics within the Archdiocese of Milwaukee, 

clarifying in bold, dramatic fashion, “that the Church is not a republic or a democracy, but a 

monarchy,”24 and the head of this monarchy was the archbishop.  In this case, it is important to 

note that unlike secular monarchies, the Catholic Church, and especially the American Church of 

this time period, was a total and absolute monarchy.  No system of diets, councils, or local lords 

existed to challenge the power of the bishops or questions their policies and decisions.  While they 

did have those that advised them, to challenge the authority of the bishops was to court 

ecclesiastical punishment. 

Despite such a clear promulgation—which further declared any attempts to pervert this 

uncompromising monarchy as part of the undesirable Protestant influence on the Church—

situations in which the “new citizenship” of Polish immigrants made its influence felt began to 

emerge in the late nineteenth century.  Rapid population rise on the whole meant that the Catholic 

Church was in a state of growth as well, especially Polish Catholics in Wisconsin.  The great 

majority of Poles resided on the city’s increasingly densely populated south side, though many 

rural communities existed throughout the state as well.  These rapidly growing communities meant 

that geographic regions previously encompassed by one rural parish were beginning to be divided 

into smaller, substantially more urban parishes, and this proved to be especially contentious.  New 

and already established parishes helped to shape the beginnings and growth of towns at this time, 

their locations often playing a large role in which businesses succeeded and which failed.  As such, 

                                                
23 The descriptor “man” is used here in an intentionally unambiguous sense.  Throughout an exploration of many 
sources which included newspapers, personal correspondence, and public declarations, little to no mention is made 
of women, and it seems that whatever might have been their contribution, it was not explicitly recorded in any sense. 
24 Kuzniewski, Faith and Fatherland, 8. 
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when parishes began to construct new buildings or hire new personnel, the monarchical nature of 

governance in the Church began to clash violently with the new democratized form of citizenship 

which Poles were constructing. 

The construction and reconstruction of the “Red Church” in Stevens Point, Wisconsin 

presents an excellent example of this phenomenon.  In the late nineteenth century, an entire parish 

church building was mandated to be physically relocated, brick by brick.  Because its original 

location had now become a busy street corner surrounded by bars, the pastor saw fit to move it due 

to excessive noise and disturbances to parish functions.  As it was moved to a plot of land further 

down the road, and due to the loss of business for the bars on the previously well-travelled corner, 

the pastor faced opposition in the form of violent attempts on his life, surviving attacks such as 

gunpowder filled logs in his fireplace.  Parishioners of the “Red Church” did at one point even 

make good on a threat of schism, refusing to attend Mass at the relocated parish, though they were 

eventually reconciled back to the Church at the turn of the century.25  At the end of the snafu, it 

was the parishioners, the “new citizens,” who believed they had emerged triumphant, and indeed 

they had. 

As the identity and characteristics of the Poles shifted and morphed, the “Red Church” was 

not the only example of this such phenomenon.  One historian writes, “the difficulties [with parish 

governance] fell into a similar pattern: dissidents challenged the pastor for control in the parish 

and peace was restored by appointment of a new pastor.”26  Each time problems and strife arose, 

the Church solved its problems by reorganization and shuffling around pastors who seemed to 

invite trouble wherever they went—rather than admitting that Polish Catholics were beginning to 

                                                
25 Ibid., 24-25. 
26 Ibid., 27. 
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change and acquiring characteristics which they had not previously possessed.  While it may 

appear—with hindsight’s benefit of decades of history gone by—that the archdiocese was merely 

utilizing a band-aid solution for what was obviously a serious wound, the concept of Polish 

Catholics who sought to be something more than passive elements of Church hierarchy was 

unheard of in monarchical Milwaukee, and thus the Church had no idea how, or if, it needed to 

deal with the issue. 

The challenges which new Polish citizens posed to traditional structures and 

understandings of ecclesiastical authority were not limited to clashes between the laity and clergy 

however.  Constructed in the earliest years of the twentieth century, through what was originally 

perceived as frugal methods, St. Josephat’s parish stands as one of the clearest examples in which 

“new citizenship” was found in Catholic Polish clergy.27  After its completion, the original 

frugality which was assumed to have been employed during the construction was revealed to be a 

lie; the parish was deeply in debt, as a 1912 newspaper clipping addresses.28  The exact amount of 

the debt was disputed, with figures ranging from a half of a million dollars, to slightly under 

$300,000.  Though the actual amount of the debt is not necessarily significant, the resulting debate 

exploring culpability for the debt and how it was to be paid off was. 

Rev. Wenceslaus Kruszka began the exercise of “new citizenship” in early November of 

1908 with a letter to Archbishop S. G. Messmer.  Having previously (and publicly) taken credit as 

the impetus and genius behind the design of St. Josephat in his recently published work, A History 

                                                
27 St. Josephat parish church was later named one of the first minor basilicas in the United States.  The title basilica 
is given only to churches which have been determined to have significant historical value to the region. 
28 Unidentified newspaper clipping (in English), Post-1911, Box MC 038, Folder 4, Archdiocese of Milwaukee 
Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 



Grey 13 
 

of Poles in America to 1908,29 Rev. Kruszka wrote to the archbishop asserting that Messmer was 

the one responsible for, “the sad condition of St. Josephat’s church.”30  In scathing terms, the priest 

goes on to explicate his point, twisting the archbishop’s published words to work at cross purposes 

to the duties of his office, and then signing the letter in an insultingly cordial manner: “Your 

servant—but no flatterer.”31  Rev. Kruszka’s words were not empty either, for in 1912 when Polish 

parishes were called upon to help lessen the debt accrued in the construction of St. Josephat parish 

church, he encouraged his parishioners to refuse to pay the archdiocesan tax.32  In the centralized, 

monarchical Church of Milwaukee, such accusations and actions were virtually unprecedented, 

and incongruent with the old model of Polish citizenship which had come to be expected of those 

who emigrated from Poland. 

Of course, if Rev. Kruszka were the only priest to have been making his opposition to the 

archbishop known, it would hardly be grounds to suggest that “new citizenship” was found in the 

Polish clergy as well.  A letter sent to the archbishop by six other priests of the archdiocese in 1911 

overturns what skepticism one might have of this truth however.33  As Rev. Kruszka was already 

growing quite infamous in the archdiocese for being a nuisance and source of trouble (read “new 

citizenship”) to the archbishop, the letter begins with a firm denial of his involvement in their 

actions entirely.  The priests go on to write that after a consensus amongst themselves, they called 

meetings in each of their parishes and asked the parishioners their opinion on the matter of the 

                                                
29 Wenceslaus Kruszka, Poles in the Central and Western States, vol. 4 of A History of the Poles in America to 
1908, ed. James S. Pula, trans. Krystyna Jankowski (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 
1993), 69. 
30 Rev. Wenceslaus Kruszka to Most Rev. S. G. Messmer, 9 November, 1908, Box MC 038, Folder 2, Archdiocese 
of Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Rev. Wenceslaus Kruszka, 1912, Box MC 038, Folder 4, Archdiocese of Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, 
Wisconsin. 
33 N.B. Rev. Michael Gulka et al to Most Rev. S. G. Messmer, 20 July, 1911, Box MC 038, Folder 3, Archdiocese of 
Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
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archdiocesan tax for the St. Josephat debt.  While the decision on the part of the parishioners to 

not pay the tax is not entirely unexpected (as what group of people would willingly part with their 

own hard-earned money to fix mismanagement by another), what is especially noteworthy is that 

the people were asked at all.  By receiving a declaration from the archbishop and deciding to take 

a vote rather than subordinately obey, Polish clergy were beginning to subvert and invert historical 

structures of power and influence, taking this power for themselves and their parishioners. 

The harshness with which their complaints and protests regarding archdiocesan taxation 

and the St. Josephat’s debt reawakened, or rather reignited, Polish immigrants’ passion (both 

clergy and laity alike) for a cause which had long been unaccomplished: that of a Polish auxiliary 

bishop for the archdiocese.34  In the American Catholic Church of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, bishops were appointed by the Pope, as they are currently, but at the time, to 

request an auxiliary was a power granted only to the ordinary of the diocese.  This meant that if an 

ordinary of a diocese did not perceive a need for an auxiliary bishop, no petition to Rome would 

be penned.  Despite this precedent, Rev. Kruszka once again led the charge in the “new citizenship” 

of Poles, this time back across the Atlantic and to Rome.  On April 15, 1904, The New York Times 

reported that Rev. Kruszka had traveled to Rome, and received an audience with Pope Pius X who, 

“assured Father Kruszka that a favorable decision would soon be reached regarding the desire of 

the Polish people and clergy…to have a Bishop…of their own nationality.”35  Rev. Kruszka’s trip, 

though it was semi-official and on behalf of the Polish Catholic Congress in America, demonstrates 

                                                
34 An auxiliary bishop is one who operates and ministers in the diocese of the ordinary (that is, the bishop whose 
diocese the geographical region actually is) at the discretion of the ordinary.  His see, or diocese, is titular only, and 
such his presence in the diocese of the ordinary is in a helping or auxiliary capacity. 
35 New York Times, page 9, 16 April, 1904.  https://access.newspaperarchive.com (accessed December 9, 2017). 
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a further subversion of expected practice and behavior for Poles: championing both personal and 

collective independence and advocacy over monarchical and subjugated power structures. 

Following Rev. Kruszka’s return from Rome, members of the laity also began to agitate 

and petition for a Polish bishop in the archdiocese.  On October 26, an undetermined number of 

Poles gathered in Kosciuszko Hall to draft a document which they sent to the archbishop on behalf 

of all Poles in Milwaukee.  In it, the Poles assert two truths: that it is there intent to remain filially 

obedient to the hierarchy of the Church, and “that to have Polish bishops, is the most ardent with 

of us all.”36  This two-fold proclamation proved to be an impossible position to maintain, however, 

as the dispute with the St. Josephat’s debt raged on.  Articles ran in both Polish language papers 

such as the Kuryer Polski, and in English language papers blamed each side of the debate, with 

the Church often citing the refusal to pay the archdiocesan tax as grounds for their accusations of 

insubordination.  The Kuryer Polski, on the other hand, announced to its readers that the Church 

had stolen its members property and that they ought to once again seize control of their property—

a concept utterly and totally foreign to the commands and presumptions placed on Polish 

immigrants. 

With such unprecedented movements present amongst the laity, the Polish clergy of the 

archdiocese felt a need to make their voice heard as well (as the press had been casting a slur over 

their own investment into this matter).  In fall of 1911, twenty-three priests of the archdiocese 

signed their names to a letter addressed to the archbishop, demanding the appointment of a Polish 

bishop to dispel “pernicious agitations and…to restore normal conditions.”37  While to modern 

                                                
36 Polish Catholics to Most Rev. S. G. Messmer, 28 October, 1906, Box MC 038, Folder 1, Archdiocese of 
Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
37 Rt. Rev. H. Gulski et al to Most Rev. S. G. Messmer, 10 October, 1911, Box MC 038, Folder 3, Archdiocese of 
Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
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sensibilities, this bargain of a Polish-bishop-for-peace seems to be an acceptable (and even 

ingenious) plan to assure that all parties involved received what they desired, the very idea of 

bargaining like this was entirely foreign and wholly unacceptable to the established Church. 

In 1912, Archbishop Messmer fired back at the Polish priests of his diocese, releasing a 

pastoral letter which was to be “read in all churches where Polish Catholics worship.”38  In the 

letter, the archbishop cites Biblical passages which imply that the Polish priests are the anti-Christ 

incarnate: “condemning in its first states an uncatholic and rebellious movement against the 

disciplinary authority of the Pope and bishops,” and instructing Polish Catholics to resist the allures 

of modernism.39  Statements such as these make clear that the “new citizenship” of the Poles was 

not merely a grassroots endeavor, nor was it something which was taken lightly in the Archdiocese 

of Milwaukee, it was perceived as a serious issue which merited attention on the highest order.   

Just as there was conflict between Rev. Kruszka and the archbishop over the matter of St. 

Josephat’s debt, so too did they engage in vicious disputes over the issue of a Polish-speaking 

bishop, though much of the debate took place in the public forum of newsprint.  Daily 

newspapers—written in both Polish and English—served as the primary source of information for 

Polish Catholics of Milwaukee, and indeed for just about every person in the United States at the 

time.  Thus, when newspapers printed conflicting facts, it was cause for great confusion and 

accusations of libel flew wildly from publishers of the various papers.  At the time, there existed 

two main Polish language daily newspapers in Milwaukee, the aforementioned Kuryer Polski 

                                                
38 Most Rev. S. G. Messmer et al to Polish Catholics, 1 February, 1912, Box MC 038, Folder 3, Archdiocese of 
Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
39 Ibid. 
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(owned and operated by Rev. Kruszka’s brother Michael Kruszka) and the Nowiny Polskie (a paper 

of which the archbishop denied ownership, but in reality, he was a majority stockholder).40 

Established shortly after the end of Michael Kruszka’s term as a Wisconsin state senator, 

the Kuryer Polski became a source of news which was often reprimanded by the archbishop as 

speaking in a manner contrary to the Catholic faith.  Its articles became quite well known for 

critiquing the policies of the archbishop, and for advancing the new type of citizenship beginning 

to be found in Milwaukee Poles; the archbishop was far from pleased with such critiques.  In early 

spring of 1909, the archbishop’s paper, the Nowiny Polskie ran an article in which it was stated: 

“about the evil doings of the Kruszkas on could write a whole book…. [sic] The Kruszkas have 

no fear of God, they fear only Satan.”41  With such a statement being printed in a newspaper which 

operated under the auspices of the archbishop, the question of whether or not the concept of “new 

citizenship” for Poles was at the forefront of the publics’ mind was no longer ambiguous—it most 

certainly was.   

Indeed, shortly after the situation was brought to his attention, the apostolic delegate to the 

United States at the time, Diomede Cardinal Falconio, wrote to the archbishop of Milwaukee, 

expressing his “deep regret and concern, that a Catholic Newspaper, and one which is under Your 

Grace’s [Archbishop Messmer’s] protection, should speak so uncharitable [sic] and so bitterly of 

anyone.”42  Though the archbishop and Michael Kruszka both made assurances that they would 

seek a truce in matters of libelous stories, the unforeseen contest for truth had begun.  Michael 

                                                
40 The English titles of the newspapers are The Polish Courier and The Polish News, respectively. 
41 Diomede Cardinal Falconio to Most Rev. S. G. Messmer, 17 March, 1909, Box MC 038, Folder 2, Archdiocese of 
Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
42 Ibid. 
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Kruszka’s Kuryer Polski challenged the officially sanctioned Nowiny Polskie on nearly every issue 

there was. 

By 1912, the divide had grown so great between readers of the two papers that the Kuryer 

Polski published a comic in which a donkey bearing the name Nowiny Polskie and eating out of a 

trough marked “lies” is bludgeoned by the editor Michael Kruszka, holding a club of “truth” (see 

below).43  For the Poles of Milwaukee, experiencing the enticing powers of the new model of 

citizenship, Michael Kruszka’s club of truth was not unfelt either.  One historian has noted that, 

“in mid-1915, the Kuryer reported daily circulation at 23,370, with several thousand more on 

Sundays.  Week-day Nowiny subscribers averaged 5,240.”44  For Catholic Poles, the Church was 

no longer their only source of 

information nor opinion.  The 

aforementioned pastoral letter penned 

by Archbishop Messmer also 

attempted to end the Kuryer Polski 

completely, declaring its contents to be 

of such a nature that it merited being 

placed on the Roman Index of banned publications.  Such an action made it a sin for Catholics to 

consume the Kuryer Polski.  However, despite the reality that archdiocese had issued statements 

banning the Kuryer Polski for those who wished to remain faithful Catholics—and thus 

encouraging the officially sanctioned Nowiny Polskie—the paper’s circulation had never been 

higher.  Polish immigrants were now, on a regular basis, acting in direct defiance of the Catholic 

                                                
43 Kuzniewski, Faith and Fatherland. 
44 Ibid., 100. 
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Church, exercising their “new citizenship,” which rejected prior monarchical subjugation, to its 

fullest extent. 

The final, and quite possibly the clearest, example of the changing identity of Poles to be 

examined occurred in August of 1912, only months after February’s archdiocesan pastoral letter.  

Already wrapped up in a lawsuit levied against Archbishop Messmer (an incredible act of defiant 

citizenship itself), Michael Kruszka published a pamphlet entitled “The Polish Church War.”  Read 

by an even greater Catholic audience than the popular (and illicit) Kuryer Polski, Michael 

Kruszka’s pamphlet offered his complete and total account of where Poles stood in the 

archdiocese, a position which was unapologetically and diametrically opposed to the opinion of 

the Church on this matter, but reinforced the reality of “new citizenship” for the Poles of 

Milwaukee. 

The pamphlet was organized into two sections—demonstrating with incredible clarity the 

defining characteristics of “new citizenship” which have already been explicated above: actions 

which the Poles were demanding, and information for the Polish immigrants about their situations.  

On behalf of the immigrants across the nation (though with a specific focus on Milwaukee) 

Michael Kruszka demanded four actions of justice to be delivered them.45  First, he demanded a 

return of church properties to the laity.  Second, he asked for representation in the archdiocese so 

that unfair taxes might not be levied against parishioners due to maladministration.  Third, better 

parochial school education was demanded, as he claimed that many parochial school teachers 

would not pass state exams for competency.  Finally, Michael Kruszka expressed the ardent desire 

of the Polish immigrants for a Polish bishop to govern Poles alone.  These four—very public—

                                                
45 The Polish Church War, Central Committee of Polish Parishioners in America, August, 1912, Box MC 038, 
Folder 4, Archdiocese of Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
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demands demonstrate just how much the Polish immigrant citizen had changed in less than two 

decades.  No longer was he meek and subjugated to the hierarchy of the Church, but he possessed 

personal advocacy enough to make demands on those in traditional positions of power, and to 

question the source and legitimacy of that power. 

In the second section of the pamphlet, Michael Kruszka sought to justify the demands he 

had made, thus legitimizing them through the mindset of “new citizenship.”  The pamphlet covers 

many topics ranging from the organization of parish finances to a veiled discussion of the St. 

Josephat’s debt, but probably the most significant issue remains Michael Kruszka’s statement that 

Poles have “escaped European tyrants to fall into slavery of American tyrants.”46  For him, the 

situation in Milwaukee is reminiscent of the partitions in Poland.  Persecuted and oppressed, 

Poland in Europe and the Poles in Milwaukee share the same fate, for they are one in the same 

people.  Michael Kruszka implicitly espoused the sentiment expressed in his brother’s book on the 

Poles in America: “Poland is not just land along the Vistula River, but a collection of people with 

a common origin and lineage.  Wherever a Pole settles, there a piece of Poland is born.  Origin 

forms a nation, not soil.  Soil molds fellow citizens, not countrymen.”47  Through logic such as 

this, the Poles of Milwaukee were able to firmly assert their Polish identity, their American 

identity, and their new and modified Catholic identity. 

Conclusion 

Assimilation was a complex process for immigrants to the United States, and especially so 

for those deemed new immigrants.  In the secular sphere, they were subject to assumptions and 

                                                
46 Ibid. 
47 Wenceslaus Kruszka, A General History of the Polish Immigration in America, vol. 1 of A History of the Poles in 
America to 1908, 13. 
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preconceptions which cast them in a negative light, as transient, troublesome peoples.  Catholic 

immigrants had also to contend with an additionally complicated layer of assimilation: becoming 

part of the American Church.  Extreme centralization was unfamiliar to many of the immigrants 

and melded poorly with the conception of America with which they arrived.  The desire for 

immigrant nationalities to identify solely as Catholics was often strange and uncomfortable, 

resulting in conflict. 

For the Poles of Milwaukee, ecclesial monarchy proved to be especially difficult.  As seen 

through examples such as the (re)construction of the “Red Church,” the space, rapid population 

expansion, and freedom of America was often problematic and divisive for Poles under Catholic 

governance.  The debt accrued from the construction of St. Josephat parish church offered the first 

true opportunities for Poles to explore their “new citizenship,” as Rev. Kruszka insulted and 

blamed the archbishop for the situation, and other priests of the archdiocese inverted structures of 

power and governance to allow parishioners to make decisions. 

In the issue of agitation for a Polish bishop in the archdiocese, Rev. Kruszka again led the 

way in “new citizenship” by petitioning the Pope directly for a bishop.  The Polish laity were not 

far behind however, as they made their thoughts and feelings known with a direct letter to the 

archbishop, and through it, temporarily attempting to both remain obedient and manifest their 

newfound power.  Witnessing the radical actions of their parishioners, nearly two-dozen members 

of the Polish clergy soon exercised their own form of power inversion: bargaining peace amongst 

their parishioners for the favor of a Polish bishop from the archbishop.  After these two actions 

that Archbishop Messmer saw fit to respond, and thus lent legitimacy to the theory that not only 

were the Poles engaging in activities which were previously not attributed to them, but also that 

the situation was growing significantly more serious. 
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As the severity of “new citizenship” increased, tensions ran high and a conflict over sources 

of information began.  Libelous claims were fired off frequently, and the archbishop even banned 

the secular Kuryer Polski for Catholic readership.  Amidst a lawsuit with the archbishop over the 

issue of the banned paper, Michael Kruszka published a pamphlet which cemented the “new 

citizenship” of Poles as an identity which was no longer solely rooted in Catholic monarchical 

structures of governance, but one which was heavily influenced by American democratic beliefs 

and ideals. 

In conclusion, what makes the Poles of Milwaukee distinct then, is not their identity as 

Poles, as Catholics, or even as Americans, but rather as a new hyphenated mixture of the three.  

For better or for worse, Poles who possessed the “new citizenship” had broken presumptions 

placed on them and firmly declared themselves Polish-Catholic-Americans.  Ideals of democracy 

and freedom had entered the Polish consciousness in ways they never had prior, and, as Michael 

Kruszka expressed at the end of his pamphlet regarding the situation of the Poles: “these are times 

of emancipation of the people from all serfdom and slavery; these are times of enlightenment of 

the people, of progress, of attaining full rights and happiness for the people who like Atlas have to 

carry the burden of the whole world on their shoulders.  And the people will win!”48 

  

                                                
48 The Polish Church War, Central Committee of Polish Parishioners in America, August, 1912, Box MC 038, 
Folder 4, Archdiocese of Milwaukee Archives, St. Francis, Wisconsin. 
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