
Not Forgotten: Grand Rapids 
Polonia Honors Local 

WWI Heroes With Monument





On a prominent hillside of Holy Cross Cemetery in Grand Rapids, there rests a striking granite 
monument that was erected to honor local men who left the security of their jobs and families 
to fight during World War I for the reunification of Poland.

The centerpiece of graceful monument is a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary with arms 
outstretched in a pose that suggests “welcome home” to the more than 70 local men who 
answered the call for what had been a dream held by Polanders  for more than 100 years: the 
reunification of Poland as a country from land seized by Prussia, Russia and Austria.

A grass roots campaign to build a monument was launched in fall 1928, publicized by the Polish 
weekly newspaper The Echo Tygodniowe. Schoolchildren contributed their candy money, card 
clubs split winnings from gambling parties, and priests encouraged parishioners to dig a little 
deeper with special weekly Mass collections.  In less than a year, the monument committee 
had collected about $4,300 – a substantial sum considering the Great Depression had begun. 



“Let no one say there is no money for this noble cause…”

The Echo Tygodniowe -- Nov. 23, 1928

“Compatriots!

Let’s build a Monument at the Polish Cemetery to the fallen heroes of 
the World War and to the great veterans who took part in the war.

This Monument will be a reminder that we have not forgotten those 
brave cubs who willingly fought for the freedom of America and Poland.

Our brave Polish women in all three parishes  are collecting 
contributions for the Monument. Let no one say that there is no money 
for this noble cause, let all the old and young give. Let every Polish child 
give at least 5 cents in their classes to the Teaching Sisters in parish 
schools.  Let all societies give, however small or many.”





On Nov. 17, 1929, a gathering of 2,000 people 
processed through the streets of Grand Rapids 
from St. Adalbert’s Church to the then named 
Polish National Cemetery to dedicate the 
monument. 

Made of Barre gray granite from Vermont, the 
monument bears the dates 1914 and 1918 and the 
inscription: “Polskim Bohaterom Wojny Swiatwej  
Od Polnji W Grand Rapids Michigan” (Polish Heroes 
of World War I, from Polonia in Grand Rapids 
Michigan) 



Yearning for a free Poland

Polanders who immigrated to 
Grand Rapids dreamed that their 
native land would one day be 
reunited. 

In 1795, Prussia, Austria and Russia 
concluded the third partitioning of 
Poland that erased the country 
from world maps. Poland would 
not exist as a sovereign nation for 
123 years.

In preparation for a possible 
military solution, Grand Rapids 
Polonia formed militias.







At the beginning of World War I, Poles were fighting Poles – 
depending on whether they lived in the German or Russian 
sectors of partitioned Poland. Both the Germans and Russians 
made cynical promises to reinstate portions of Poland. Only 
Wilson made a clear promise to reunite Poland.

American declared war on Germany on April 6, 1917.



Recruiting for the Polish Army 

On Oct. 8, 1917, the federal government 
announced that all Poles who were not U.S. 
citizens and not subject to the draft could enlist in 
the new Polish army.  To coordinate the 
recruitment, the American National Department of 
the Polish Central Relief Committee  established 
the Polish Military Commission. 

The recruitment campaign exceeded all 
expectations. By the end of 1917, nearly 6,000 
men had begun basic training.





Polish general Jozef Haller commanded Polish 
troops fighting on the side of the Central 
Powers of Germany and Austria against the 
Russians. But when Russia withdrew from the 
war in 1917 during the Bolshevik Revolution, 
the Polish troops no longer believed that 
Germany and Austria supported an 
independent Poland.

After joining with French and British forces, he 
found himself in command of the 1st Polish 
Division of Poles from the U.S., Russia, France, 
Italy, Germany and other countries. They were 
known as Haller’s Blue Army for the blue 
uniforms provided by the French.







Returning to America

Troops returned to America on seven 
transports in the early months of 1920. After 
quarantine at Fort Dix, N.J., the veterans 
were sent home.

The Polish National Department scraped 
together some items so the veterans could 
transition to civilian life: a suit, refurbished 
military boots from the American surplus, a 
train ticket home and a few dollars for food. 

Veterans who were ill or disabled relied on 
charity, so the Stowarzyszenie Weteranów 
Armii Polskiej w Ameryce (SWAP), also 
known as the Polish Army Veterans 
Association (PAVA) was formed. Famed 
pianist and composer Ignacy Jan Paderewski 
was a staunch advocate of SWAP.





Over the course of more than 90 years, people forgot 
the intent of the monument, and it fell into neglect. 
After rediscovering the monument, the PHS board 
discussed the need to learn its history and restore it to 
its former beauty.
 
Based on that discussion, a proposal was submitted on 
April 3, 2023 to Holy Cross Cemetery to:
• Determine the history of the monument, since the 

cemetery and diocese had no information on it;
• Determine the scope of work and cost to refurbish; 

and 
• Execute the work.

More than 125 hours of research was invested to 
determine the history of the monument.



The scope of the work was determined to be:

• Remove lichens and unsightly discoloration with appropriate 
cleaning;

• Repair the thumb missing from the statue of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary;

• Recaulk seams of the monument;
• Plant colorful artificial flowers in the urns;
• Purchase and install two 3- by 5-foot Polish flags on the 

flagpoles; and 
• Remove a mound of earth that covered the front concrete 

slab of the monument. 

All of these items were implemented by August 2023.



All of the work was completed in 
time for a visit by the Consul General 
for the Republic of Poland in 
Chicago, Pawel Zyzak, on Aug. 25, 
2023. 

Zyzak placed a wreath of fresh 
flowers at the monument, gave a 
few comments on the sacrifice of 
the soldiers and led the audience in 
an Our Father spoken in Polish. In 
attendance was the family of 
Michael Buzalski, president of the 
committee charged with building the 
monument. 
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