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Polish Society Founders:  Captains
Kazimierz Bielawski & Rudolf Korwin Piotrowski



“California Here I Come”

Early California…



San Francisco in the 1840s



1846
Annexation of California

Vallejo
facilitated the transition 
of California to a State



1849 San Francisco



California 49ers



Polish California 
Pioneers



Feliks Paweł Wierzbicki, M.D.
(1815-1860)

Veteran, Poland’s 
1830 November Uprising  

Prominent member of the 
California Medical Society

Author: California as It is 
and as It May Be  
(1849) Grabhorn Press

Reprinted 1933

First book printed in English in the State



“Probably the most important book that 
was ever printed in California” (Wagner)

San Francisco, 1849



Published by Washington  
Bartlett,  20th Mayor of 
San Francisco and 16th

Governor of California



Dr. Wierzbicki, penning 
his book California

Note his Polish tie

UCSF  Medical Center
Toland Hall Mural
(now in storage for 

remodelling)

Artist:  Bernard Zakheim
Polish Jewish Artist



Aleksander Zakrzewski
(1799-1863)

Lithographer, Cartographer, Draughtsman

Veteran, 1830 November 
Uprising

Came to San Francisco 
as a political exile

Drew one of the 
first maps of 

San Francisco -- 1849





Captain Zakrzewski published
“View of  the Procession”

Admission of California, 31st state
Oct. 29th, 1850





1860s San Francisco



April 1863 – Polish organized association

Bielawski:  Civil Engineer and Surveyor
Wojciechowski:  Merchant and Farmer
Czajkowski:  Cigars and Tobacco
Wolff:  Rabbi, Congregation Beth Israel
Andrzejowski:  Agent for Poland, Retail Liquor
Piotrowski:  Agent for Poland, Immigration Officer

Piotrowski



The Polish Society
Organized May 1, 1863

70 members



The Polish Society of 1863
welcomed all

supporters of liberty
for Poland



1863:  “Polish residents of 
San Francisco assembled at 

the Russ House…  fighting to 
free their land from the 

tyranny of Russian 
despotism”

(Poland’s 1863 January Uprising was concurrent 
with the American Civil War)







Monthly meetings at the Russ House“Nine months after the 
Russ (Rienski) family
arrived in San Francisco, 

gold was discovered in California. 

Russ became the city’s most 
respected assayer”



“Society of Polanders”



“All those who have seen the light 
of the world in Poland…  have 
an opportunity for joining the 

Society of Polanders… ”
Czajkowski Clay St.
Andrzejowski Russ House
Rottenberg Kearny St.
Meyer                 Davis St.



May 22, 1863

“Grand Mass 
Meeting

In Favor of

and Nationality”
Platt’s Music Hall, San Francisco



The “Grand Mass 
Meeting” at 

Platt’s Music Hall
in San Francisco 

won the sympathy 
& support of 

Americans for the 
January 1863 

Uprising in Poland





“…Poles have again resolved to 
be free…  Shall Americans fail 
to appreciate the sacredness of 
the cause, and the imperative 
obligations of freemen in an 

emergency like this?”



The list of speakers & 
guests at the 

“Grand Mass Meeting”
is a 

Who’s Who of 1863 
California



“3 future mayors, 2 future governors, 
2 future U.S. senators, the publishers 

and editors of 4 daily newspapers, the 
president pro tem of the state senate 
and 3 other legislators, 2 associate 

justices of the California Supreme Court 
and 3 future justices, the U.S. Attorney, 
the superintendent of the U.S. Mint, &…

Ludlow and Mroczek Morris.  The Tosspot and the Diva, 2015



“California’s secretary of state and 
its controller, the state’s leading 

scientist (geologist J.D. Whitney), 
3 generals of the militia, and a 

platoon of industrialists, bankers, 
judges, shippers, importers, 

merchants, lawyers, manufacturers, 
and the owner of 

Woodward’s Gardens.”

Ludlow and Mroczek Morris.  The Tosspot and the Diva, 2015



“Giving their blessings were 
leading rabbis and pastors, 

including the celebrated 
oratorical pulpiteer, the 

Rev. T. Starr-King”

Ludlow and Mroczek Morris.  The Tosspot and the Diva, 2015



1863



“Proves the generous 
sympathy of the citizens of 

San Francisco for the 
Polish cause”

TO:  Elie Lazard (Freres Lazard Banking) 
President, Polish Committee, San Francisco

FROM:  Seweryn Gałęzowski
President, Polish Committee, Paris

1863



Mass at St. Mary’s 
Cathedral –
the first church to be 
built as a cathedral in 
California

1864: 1st Anniversary 
of the January Uprising



The first two Jewish
Congregations in 
San Francisco were 
established in 1851

Sherith Israel (Polish) 
and

Emanu-El (Bavarian & Alsatian)

“Prayers at 
Synagogue 
Sherith Israel”
Stockton Street





June 1865 
“Polanders resident in 
California are amongst 
the most loyal of our 

adopted citizens”



1865 San Francisco Street Names

Revolutionary-war heroes
Tadeusz Kościuszko

(helped design the garrisons at West Point) & 
Kazimierz Pułaski 



Captain Kazimierz Bielawski
(1815-1905) Civil Engineer & Surveyor

First President of The Polish Society of California

“What made Bielawski’s
knowledge and experience 

…valuable...  was his 
absolute honesty”

--Actress Helena Modjeska
California’s Polish-born tragedienne

Society Co-founder



Captain of Engineers in the army of
Austrian-occupied Poland

Came to California in 1853

For 45 years he was connected with the 
U.S. Land Office in San Francisco

In 1865 he published a… 
"Topographical and Railroad Map”





Bielawski designated a summit on 
Mt. Hamilton in Santa Clara County as 

"Copernicus Peak" for 
Polish astronomer Nicholas Copernicus 

Near Los Gatos, “Mt. Bielawski” is the 
highest point in Santa Cruz County





1894 letter 
to naturalist 
John Muir

from 
Captain 

Kazimierz 
Bielawski



Captain Rudolf Korwin Piotrowski

Holder of the Virtuti Militari
cross for bravery 
(1830 November Uprising)

California State Commissioner of Immigration

Political Agent for Poland; raised money for the 
1863 January Uprising

Co-Founder of the Polish 
Society of California

(1813-1883)



Order of the 
Virtuti Militari,
Poland's highest 

military decoration for 
gallantry in the field





Piotrowski
named

the  former 
mining town, 

“Sebastopol,” in 
Sacramento 

County



Henryk Sienkiewicz
(1846-1916) Nobel prize winner Author of 
Quo Vadis, The Trilogy, etc. Immortalized 

California in many of his writings



The Trilogy expressed Polish patriotism 
in a Poland that was

partitioned and deprived of 
independence.

With Fire and Sword

The Deluge

Fire in the Steppe

By Henryk Sienkiewicz



“The Trilogy…  remains 
more popular in Poland 
than Henryk’s biggest 
hit everywhere else,
Quo Vadis”

Ludlow and Mroczek Morris.  
The Tosspot and the Diva, 2015



Sienkiewicz fashioned his 
Trilogy literary character, 
Zagłoba, after his friend 
Captain Piotrowski, co-

founder of the Polish Society 
of California



Sketch of Polish Society 
co-founder, Captain 
Rudolf Korwin Piotrowski

by Henryk Sienkiewicz



Sienkiewicz’s fictional character, Zagłoba





Captain Piotrowski lived in 
Sebastopol & 

San Francisco for 33 years.

He died in Paris in 1883.

He is buried in
an unmarked grave.



Captain Franciszek Michał 
Wojciechowski

(Francis Michel or “Captain Francis”)

Veteran
1830 November Uprising

Captains Piotrowski & Wojciechowski
ran a general store in the 
mining town, Sebastopol



Sienkiewicz based his Trilogy literary 
character, Podbipięta, on California 

pioneer, Captain Wojciechowski

Wojciechowski is buried in Sacramento 
in the Old City Cemetery

in an unmarked grave



Zagłoba

Podbipięta

Actors portraying 
Sienkiewicz’s

Trilogy characters, 
Podbipięta & Zagłoba



Piotrowski helped world-renowned 
stage actress 

Helena Modjeska 
start her American career

Current Literature, June 1, 1909 

Read the story in The Tosspot and the Diva by Ludlow & Mroczek Morris



Modjeska wrote:  “Capt. Piotrowski, 
Capt. Bielawski, Dr. Pawlicki, &

General Krzyżanowski...

of the Polish Society were… 
connected with my début on the 
American stage in

San Francisco”
HELENA MODJESKA:  Adrienne Lecouvreur, 1876



Władysław Pawlicki, M.D.
1831 Russian-occupied Poland – 1923 San Francisco

Veteran, Crimean War
(1853-1856)

Arrived in San Francisco
in 1862 

Socially-prominent surgeon

President of the Polish Society of California for 
many years



General Krzyżanowski &
Captain Piotrowski

“Prominent Speakers” at the Polish Society



Włodzimierz Krzyżanowski

(1824-1887) Distinguished Civil War General
in the Union Army

Lived in San Francisco 
from 1875 to 1878 

His wife, Pelagia, 
spent her final years 
in San Francisco



A few more Polish California pioneers…



Jan Teofil Strencel, M.D. (John Strentzel)

Born 29 November 1813, 
Lublin, Poland

Veteran, 1830 November 
Uprising

Died:  31 October 1890, 
Alhambra (Martinez), 
Contra Costa County

Pioneer fruit grower and horticulturalist



1863:  Dr. Jan Strencel, of the Polish 
Society, was a generous donor to the 

“Cause of Poland”



Prominent member of many scientific and 
beneficial associations  
Founded United Fruit & Vegetable Co.
Credited with planting the first pear 
orchard in Central California  
Said to have grown the first muscat 
grapes in California
Father-in-law to naturalist, John Muir



Martin Prag
Born in Warsaw, Poland about 1821

Came to San Francisco in 1850 

Wealthy dealer in stove- and tinware in 
San Francisco and Vancouver

Treasurer of the Polish Society
of California in 1863 

Died in San Francisco in 1891

In the Company of Gentiles: Exploring the History of 
Integrated Jews in British Columbia, 1858-1971



“Old and highly-esteemed merchant…  
acquired a fortune”



Rabbi Elkan Cohn,
Congregation Emanu-El 

Elected in 1860

Born in Prussian-occupied Poland.
Served Congregation Emanau-El for 

29 years.  Trustee of the Polish 
Society of California in 1863

Charles Meyer, Merchant; President of the First 
Hebrew Benevolent Society; member of the Polish 
Society of California; Political Agent for Poland; 

raised money for the 1863 January Uprising



Colonel J.C. Zabriskie
(1804-1883) First Sacramento City Attorney.  
Prominent in San Francisco & Sacramento.  Raised
money for the 1863 January Uprising

His daughter, Mary, married J. Neely Johnson,
Governor of California, 1856-1857

“Col. Zabriskie expressed 
his pride at having Polish 
blood in his veins…   he 

thanked Heaven the 
Polish predominated.”



The Polish Society of the Pacific Coast
was renamed the 

“Polish Society of California” in 1873



1873:   Governor Booth appointed 
Captain Piotrowski Commissioner of Immigration



1880:  “The Polish Society was 
organized many years ago in 

San Francisco…
Its members are among 

our most industrious citizens”  

In 1880 the Polish Society 
joined the Polish National 

Alliance as Branch 7





1882: The Polish Society unanimously adopted 
a resolution decrying all religious persecutions



CAPTAIN 
PIOTROWSKI
“Death of a 

Polish Patriot 
and California 
Pioneer” 1883

“He was one of 
the founders of 
the Polish Society 
of California & an 
active member…  
to the very last.”



“Bielawski Dead at His   
Home on California St.”

1905

“…Captain Bielawski
arrived in California in 
1853.  He secured a 
position in the … 
Surveying Office…, and 
because of his expert 
knowledge…  held his 
position for 45 years.”  



Andrzej (André) Poniatowski
(1864-1954)

Great-grandson of the brother of Poland's 
last King, Stanisław August Poniatowski



Brought the first hydroelectric power lines 
to the Bay Area 

Established the Sierra Railroad Company

Formed the Standard Electric Co.,  
now Pacific Gas & Electric



“Though perhaps a small group when 
compared with other national contingents 

which left their record in the annals of 
California, the Poles were nevertheless a 
HIGHLY CONSTRUCTIVE ELEMENT IN THE 

EARLY LIFE OF THE STATE”  

--Miecislaus Haiman

Other Polish California Pioneers:
PolishClubSF.org



Poland did not exist as an independent 
state during World War I

Terrific human losses occurred on 
Polish lands between 1914 and 1918

The Polish diaspora in San Francisco
agitated for Polish freedom



In 1918, after 123 years of occupation, 
the Polish State regained its independence

November 11th – Poland’s National 
Independence Day



San Franciscan Tells Story of Polish Freedom

“San Francisco 
residents 

of Polish nationality 
have been 

celebrating the 
revival of their 

nation…”
1918



21 years later… 



1939 World War II

Germany & the Soviet Union divided and 
annexed the whole of Poland

Bbb



Between 1939-1941 about 
one million Poles were 

deported to Siberia. 

Other Poles were taken forcibly 
to Germany as slave labor.

Over 6 million 
Polish citizens died,

½ of whom were Jews.



Warsaw Uprising 1944
63-day anti-Nazi rebellion

About 16,000 members of the 
Warsaw Uprising were killed  



In Nazi-occupied Poland, 
helping Jews was punishable 

by death and family/group retribution 

Of all the Nazi-occupied countries,
only in Poland was this 
law routinely enforced

The Polish State was beheaded



The German-Nazis denied Poles 
access to higher education

The music of Fryderyk Chopin 
was forbidden

Poles are the most numerous 
of the Righteous Among the Nations

Poland’s underground was the ONLY 
resistance force in occupied Europe 

given the full status of a US allied army



For the West, WWII ended in 1945 

Due to a secret pact by Churchill, 
Roosevelt, and Stalin,

Poland became a client state
of the Soviet Union



Yalta Conference 1945



Fairmont Hotel, San Francisco 
1945

Representatives of the 
Polish government in exile 

were not allowed to participate in 
the founding conference of the 

United Nations



History of the Empty Chair: 
A Conference in 

San Francisco and the Polish 
(1945-1946)



Artur Rubinstein 
in San Francisco for the

1945 opening of the United Nations

“In this hall where the great nations gather to 
make a better world, I miss the flag of 

Poland, for which this cruel war was fought.
And now -- I shouted -- I shall play the 

Polish anthem."



18 years later… 





26 years later… 



4 June
1989



LIBERTY FOR 
POLAND!



Today a Sovereign Nation!
Historical partitions of Poland:  1772, 1793, 1795



Jeszcze Polska nie zginęła

Poland shall not perish...  
so long as we shall live



24 years later… 



We continue in the 
tradition of our 

forebears, supporting 
liberty & promoting 

Polish culture & 
free enterprise in 

San Francisco & beyond



Since 1880, the Polish Society of California 
has been known as Lodge 7 of the 

Polish National Alliance -- the largest 
of all ethnically-based fraternal 

societies in this country



Emblem of the Polish National Alliance

--a reminder of the January 1863 uprising 
of Poland against Russia  



PolishClubSF.org    3040 22nd Street, San Francisco

is a member-
organization of the



The Polish National Alliance and the
Polish Club in San Francisco have supported, since 1975, 

Łowiczanie Polish Folk Ensemble (Founder: Krystyna Chciuk)

polishFolk.org



The Polish American Congress

pac1944.org/state/ca_no_div.htm

Northern California Division of the

A federation of Polish-American organizations, 
clubs, and veterans’ groups

One million members nationally 



PolAm Federal Credit Union
A Polish-American
Financial Institution

polamFCU.com



San Francisco – Kraków Sister Cities Association

sfKrakow.org



University of California, Berkeley –
Jagiellonian University, Kraków

IELE Certificate Program in American Law
law.berkeley.edu/15017.htm

“Top 500 Innovators” Program
--Polish delegates at Stanford & UCB





Top500innovators.org



Polish Arts & Culture Foundation
Since 1966

Introducing Americans to the Wealth of
Polish Historical and Cultural Achievements



From Pioneers 
to Silicon Valley



Building Bridges Between 
Poland and Silicon Valley



Global Technology Symposium
Silicon Valley, California

globalTechSymposium.com



“Poland Day” at the Global Technology Symposium



US-Polish Trade Council

Information technology & 
bio-technology bridge 

between the United States & Poland

usptc.org



psvts.orgFairmont Hotel
San Francisco



HAPPY 150TH ANNIVERSARY!



Major Sources

California Digital Newspaper Collection
ChroniclingAmerica.loc.gov

Miecislaus Haiman
Polish Arts & Culture Foundation

Muzeum Henryka Sienkiewicza, Wola Okrzejska, Poland

Krystyna Chciuk



Research and slide show by
Maureen Mroczek Morris

Contributing Editor
CosmopolitanReview.com

A TransAtlantic Review of “Things Polish”
(in English)



Learn more about other 
Polish California Pioneers:

PolishClubSF.org

Photo of Captain Piotrowski

courtesy of the 

Polish Museum of America in Chicago

Dziękuje bardzo!



Read more about
Captain Piotrowski, 

Henryk Sienkiewicz & 
Helena Modjeska in the new 

book by L. Ludlow and 
M. Mroczek Morris
The Tosspot and the Diva 

(2015)



Music

California Here I Come
San Francisco Open Your Golden Gate
Chopin, Étude in E major, Op. 10, no. 3

Chopin, Nocturne in E flat major, Op. 9, no. 2
Chopin Waltz in A minor

Chopin, Polonaise No 3 in A major, Op 40, No 1

Chopin, Étude in C minor, Revolutionary, Op 10, No 12

Chopin Polonaise, W. Kilar, 
from the movie score of “Pan Tadeusz” 

Boże coś Polskę (God Save Poland)



PATRONS

Northern California Division of the



The Tadeusz Ungar Foundation

Hugh Stuart Center Charitable Trust

Polish National Alliance, Chicago

Bay Laurel Group LLP

Maja Kieturakis and Maciej Kieturakis, M.D.

BENEFACTORS

Władysław Mroczek (Walter Morris) Family

Caroline Safian Krawiec Brownstone & 
Louis Brownstone III



GOLD LEVEL SPONSORS

Anonymous
Barbara and Janusz Bryzek

Polish National Alliance, District 16
San Francisco-Kraków Sister Cities Association

Anthony Zukovsky



SILVER LEVEL SPONSORS

Helena Modjeska Art & Culture Club
Łowiczanie Polish Folk Ensemble of San Francisco

Caria Tomczykowska
Elżbieta Wierzbiańska

Zofia Zakrzewska



MAJOR BEVERAGE DONORS

Exclusive donor of banquet red wines:
Epoch Estate Blend 2010



Polish Arts & 
Culture Foundation



Clos du Val

Ceja

Darioush

Enkidu

Joy Zamoyski Koch & David Koch: “J”

Wine Trading Company

Megawine Inc.



Koniec

THE END

Do NOT use or duplicate without permission


