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  History of St. Casimir Parish by Dan Mulka
  100th Anniversary of St. Casimir's Parish 1886-1986, 
  Posen, Mi.  CAP at Orchard Lake. 

 Szulak to Szyper to Mulka

The St. Casimir's School Centennial celebration offers an excellent opportunity to repeat and update 
the history of St. Casimir's parish because both are so intimately intertwined. Consideration of one 
necessarily leads to discussion of the other. In Posen, the school is the church and the church is the 
community. The scholarly Father Casimir Szyper did extensive parish research and in 1947 added 
his parish history to the annual financial report (Sprawozdanie Finansowe). Invaluable material was 
also provided by noted author Harry Milostan of Mt. Clemens. Much of the contents of his article 
is the result of their efforts for which we are very grateful. Preserving ties with our past is not a 
matter for debate, because we are all aware of the important lessons available from our forefathers.

 Homesteaders

Polish homesteaders first came to Presque Isle County in 1870 and settled between Rogers City 
(Crawford's Quarry) and Alpena in an area now comprising the townships of Pulawski, Metz, Krakow 
and Posen. They were poor immigrants who had nothing and were forced to work in the lumbering 
camps and saw mills to make a living. As early as 1872 Father F.X. Szulak, a Jesuit missionary from 
Poland, while on a visit to Alpena, learned of these farmers (about 40 in number) and asked some-
one with a wagon to come and get him. It was done immediately because most of the community 
had not made their Easter duty in two years. Father Szulak said the first mass in the area in the 
home of Valentine Losinski which was located on the present Leo Witkowski farm on Lake Augusta 
Highway. He spent two weeks in the area teaching the children and administering the sacraments 
to the early settlers.

Clearing the land in those early years was very difficult. Foot paths begrudgingly gave way to roads 
as slowly the virgin timber yielded to the axe of the determined homesteaders. A trip to Rogers 
City was made by foot because there was not enough money for the down payment of an ox or 
horse. On the return trip, carrying their provisions, the visitors often had to spend the night in the 
dark woods.

 40 Acres Would Be Better

Initially the area was part of the Diocese of Cincinnati before coming under the jurisdiction of the 
Diocese of Detroit in the early 1870's. Bishop Casper Borgess of Detroit was the grantee of 40 acres 
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which Father Szulak convinced Dr. Frederick D. Larke were necessary for parish needs of the Polish 
settlers. Dr. Larke had originally suggested a 10 acre donation. On June 1874 the present property 
was chosen because it was centrally located among the settlers and because of its high position. The 
account of the selection, planning and building of the first are well noted in Father Szulak's diary and 
bear presentation: "I have to mention here, that in the past I had urged the Poles to build a church. 
They all wanted one, but the difficulty lay in the selection of a site. One wanted the church to be 
built near his home, another one next to his. Both offered to donate 5 acres. But the Poles failed to 
come to an agreement, and the building of the church was delayed. Now that I had 40 acres instead 
of five, everyone was happy. Since they didn't know the location, I told them that tomorrow after 
Mass we would walk there in a procession. I then shall designate and consecrate the ground. Of 
course, everyone was extremely anxious to see the site. None with the exception of Kowalski and 
his neighbor and friend Frank Rozek, also an outstanding Pole, knew where it was. Kowalski was 
delighted that the church land bordered his own. We started out the next day after Mass. I intoned 
the Litany to the Mother of God and there was glorious singing so that the forest echoed their strong 
voices and devote songs. After we arrived, I dedicated the spot where the church was to be built and 
consecrated the ground, I gave a speech to the people who gathered there and encouraged them 
to begin with the erection of the church at once. But how is this going to come about? There was 
no possibility that the materials could be purchased, for the settlers were just starting out and had 
only cleared 6 to 1 0 acres. (About 2 acres per year). But they did work in the saw mills and were 
able to con¬tribute $5.00 a year toward the building of the church. But this didn't cover of cost of 
the materials. I wasn't allowed to go into debt. This is the stipulation the Honorable Bishop made; 
he gave me permission to build chur¬ches but not to go into debt while doing so.

"After giving it much thought, I made the following plans: First of all I had the community promise 
to do everything with precision. Since we have so much splendid lumber here in the forest, we will 
build the church out of square beams. Each beam must be 10 inches by 12-14 inches. And placed 
on top of the other and tightly secured by screws, so that they would form a strong wall. Doing 
it this way, you will have a warm church in the winter and a cool one in the summer. However, 
the fine planned wood for the completion and the beautification of the church will have to be 
purchased from the saw mills. I, on my part, will do everything in my power to assist you. I shall 
procure enough boards, so that you do not have to buy any. I will visit all the gentlemen who own 
saw mills in Alpena and Rogers City, and since there is no shortage of mills, and most of them are 
running, I hope to get from each mill owner one or two thousand feet of boards. And indeed, I was 
successful! In return, I expect each farmer to work twelve days during this coming winter helping 
to chop down trees, squaring them and sawing them off. This is the best time to do it. But those 
who cannot complete the 12 days because of work in the camps, can make it up later, since there 
will be a lot of work to be done around the church in the near future. I further request, that the 
farmers who own horses, haul the beams to the church site. For this joy they will be credited with 
half of the required time. But should someone not be able to participate in this undertaking, he 
can make it up with a monetary contribution. But since I cannot remain among you and direct the 
building of the church, it is necessary, that a building committee be chosen.

"A building committee was elected. Mr. Kowalski was voted in as president and Mr. Rozek as secre-
tary. It was time for me to depart and when I returned the following spring (1875) all material was 
in readiness. We immediately contacted builders and carpenters. According to tradition, these were 
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Lawrence Woloszyk and John Losinski from the community; and the building of the church began 
and fortunately was also completed. Since we wanted to finish building the church first, we delayed 
the mission devotions until August of the same year. The church was not consecrated until August 
of 1878 by the Honorable Bishop Borgess. In Rogers City, the inhabitants also built their church 
according to my stipulations and plans. But the interior and exterior decorations were completed 
at a later date, because the number of Catholic families residing here was small and the donations 
for the completion of the church were sparse. For five years mass was conducted here. In the spring 
of the year 1879, a Polish priest by the name of Bogacki, an ex-Jesuit from Galacia, was sent by the 
Honorable Bishop to look after the new Polish parish (Posen). The church was equipped for the 
celebration of the Mass. I also built a rectory for the new priest, who brought it to full completion 
according to his own liking soon after his arrival. Approximately one mile to the east of the church 
I bought 5 acres of land which I consecrated as a cemetery with the permission of the Bishop."

John Bronikowski was the first child born at Posen and county records indicate that Anthony Soik 
and Helen Semp were the first to be united in matrimony on April 21, 1878. Posen and northern 
Michigan became part of the Grand Rapids Diocese in 1882.

 Tragedy & Determination

The first log cabin church burned in 1883 on January 28th. A temporary frame building was erected 
immediately which served as a place of worship. Father Szulak would have been proud of the zeal 
and sacrifice with which the Poles built their next brick church. Not much is recorded about the 
St. Casimir's Society in Posen, but it seems this organization was the heart and soul of the building 
process both of the church and rectory. The following is taken from the "Posen Area Centennial" 
published in 1970: St. Casimir's Society, in Posen, beginning the first of September, 1886, will establish 
a parochial school in the building at present occupied by Father Bogacki as a residence. The school 
is desired more especially for the younger children of the members of the church. The new brick 
parsonage connected with St. Casimir's church in Posen will be finished ready for Father Bogacki's 
occupancy by the middle of July, 1886. It is by far the handsomest residence in the county, the main 
part being 30'x30' and two stories high with an addition to the rear. The society is now about to 
commence the preliminary work of erecting a new house of worship 60'x80' to be veneered with 
brick and surmounted by a high steeple. It is expected it will take three years to complete the new 
structure.

The interesting fact in this connection is that the brick for the buildings was made at a clay bank 
at Presque Isle and hauled over the corduroy roads to Posen by ox carts. This is an example of the 
spirit shown by the pioneers who founded no labor too arduous in providing a suitable church to 
house the tabernacle of the Lord. This structure was completed either in 1890 or 1891. Another 
tragedy visited the parish in 1 895: "On Tuesday morning, March 5th at 3:30 a.m. when everyone in 
the vicinity was quietly sleeping, the Catholic Church in Posen was burnt to the ground and building 
and contents were destroyed. The church was only completed a short time ago sufficiently so as 
to be occupied for divine services. Some of the finer interior work had not been finished yet. The 
building was of brick and was a standing monument of the energy of Father Bogacki and the pious 
zeal of the Polish people, who in order to raise this magnificent edifice, had denied themselves 
in many ways in years past. There was insurance to the extent of $5,800.00 and the church will 
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undoubtedly be rebuilt."

 "The Old Church"

Prophetic words, indeed, as undaunted, the parishioners erected a frame church building the same 
year. The classic spire towered nobly toward heaven for five generations. The twelve foot cross 
atop the spire was visible for 9 or 10 miles and on a clear day could be seen from hills in Alpena 
and Montmorency counties. The crisp clear echo of its bell was a daily reminder to area farmers 
of the 7 a.m., noon and 6 p.m. Angelus. Its peal a loud testimony of faith and love of God. When 
dismantled in the spring of 1972, after more than 75 years of faithful service to the religious needs 
of the people of St. Casimir's, a continuous link to the first pastor was broken. A sad moment for 
the descendants of Posen's homesteaders.

 Parochial School

Father Joseph Lewandowski succeeded Father Bogacki, and he is best known for building the brick 
school in 1901. Always the pride of the church and community, the "old school" was an addition to 
the 10-year-old, 2-room frame schoolhouse built by Father Bogacki.

Many a tale could be told by the thousands of pupils who attended St. Casimir's schools. From 
boarding, to the advent of electricity, to the automobile, to a parochial high school which wasn't, 
to the dedication and discipline of the Felicians and the Mercy nuns, to a "new school" in 1939, to 
the diminishing ranks of the teaching sisters, to today after 100 years of sacrifice for the children, 
these tales would be told. The subject of parish schools is a topic for another article, however.

 Metz Fire

No account of the parish history would be complete without mention of the Metz Fire on October 
1 908: "The countryside was red with fire," Father Szyper writes, "a fire that raged over field and 
farm, forest and thicket, gathering momentum as it advanced. Metz Township suffered the heavi-
est loss but Posen was not left unscathed. In two hours this part of Presque Isle County was wiped 
out of existence. It became a place of desolation. The American Red Cross rushed food, clothing 
and medical supplies. It was estimated that 2.5 million acres were destroyed, making it the largest 
forest fire in the history of Michigan. Miraculously, the parish buildings were spared, perhaps in 
thanksgiving for loyalty and generosity to the Lord. Even after adversity, pastors from Metz (Fathers 
Joseph Chodkiewicz and C.T. Skowronski) were called on to help the parish of St. Casimir's in 1914-
1915. The favor is being reciprocated today as the present pastor. Father Raymond Mulka, serves 
the spiritual needs of the parishioners of St. Dominic's.

 Housing for Sextons

In 1914, a residence, to be used by the sexton and organist, was built. This was called the "white 
house." It became the sisters convent in 1924 due to the increase in teaching nuns. The building 
housed the nuns until it, too, became inadequate to accommodate the nuns. The "white house" 
was moved 80 feet east and was again used by the janitor. This building was later purchased by 
parishioner F.A. Budnik and serves as his home on M-65 today. In 1932, the janitor's "green house" 
was erected and provided living quarters for janitors Edward Koss, Jachcik and Bole Centala until 
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1949. Subsequently, and even today, it is used for a storage facility.

The following assessment by Father Szyper is an interesting and accurate account of Posen in 
1915: With May, 1915, and the Model "T" Ford, the era of modern times opened for the Posen 
community. From that time on the priests who came here were younger, with a new outlook upon 
life and a new sense of responsibility for the social welfare of the parish. Possibly, it was the au-
tomobile, together with the movies, that brought new activity into every corner of the nation. Be 
that as it may, the facts show that a Renaissance spread over St. Casimir's parish and the process 
of rebirth is still in possession.

 Koss Era

Father Joseph Koss was installed as pastor in July 1915 and remained for 1 7 years. He was much 
loved by his people and with him came a modernization and renovation of all parish facilities.

Remember the language of this almost Polish National Church was still the tongue of the forefathers. 
With the advances in transportation Posen no longer was the small, isolated and self-suffiecient 
entity of another era.

The economic scene was not friendly towards him and others in the great depression of 1929. Yet 
the parish flourished under his guidance and when he left in November 1931, he left a $21,000.00 
building fund.

 Szyper the Saint

Father Leonard Kwasigroch followed the pastorate of Father Joseph Koss when appointed on 
December 15, 1931. He left the legacy of initiating two grades of high school, the 9th grade in 
1932 and the 10th the following year. He would not be present when Posen would graduate its 
first four-year high school class. That historic moment was reserved for Father Casimir Szyper, 
scholar, teacher, builder, a saintly man of God for all men.

He began his tenure on August 27, 1935. It would prove to be a unifying, healing and progressive 
time for St. Casimir's parish. With Father Szyper, the Polish language gradually gave way to the 
vernacular, but it was not easy. Who of us can forget the two homilies at the Sunday High Mass? 
First a Polish, then an English sermon greeted the weekly worshipers.

Father Szyper was a builder and could be seen with sleeves rolled up during construction of both 
present school (1939) and present convent (1949). Only at times like this did his humanity come 
forth as he occasionally hit his finger with a hammer. Frugal, dedicated, hardworking, all the 
qualities we read about in the early pioneers and attribute to their efforts could be the epitaph 
of this beloved pastor. The Knights of Columbus charter class chose to name their Council after 
this holy and exemplary priest when forming their council in 1975 thus perpetuating the works 
and memory of this 18 year Pastor.

 Kozak the Builder

Father Stephen Kozak guided the parish from 1953 to 1968. Growth and expansion as well as 
modernization were the trademarks of the Kozak years at St. Casimir's. First of all, the 55-year-
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old school (still used along with the new school) became a safety hazard. The increasing dissatis-
faction of the high school situation (leasing parochial facilities for a public school), the changing 
educational needs (one room school houses versus consolidation) left the parish no alternative 
but to close and demolish the now famous 1901 school built by Father Lewandowski. In 1956-57 
several school districts combined to build a new school away from the church property, all high 
school students now transferred there. The parish grounds took on a new look after the old school 
disap¬peared in 1957. Men of the parish pitched in to construct a spacious parking lot which is 
the envy of the north. Cyclone fencing now surround the cemetery and newly acquired five acre 
playground facility. The parish cemetery has always been a source of pride. From earlier records we 
note that neither the original site purchased by Father Bogacki one mile east of the church (Florian 
Romanowski property) nor the corner plot at the E. Metz Highway and M-65 location continued 
for long as the parish cemetery. One-hundred-year-old Ann Mulka recalled that only two bodies 
were buried and that with difficulty in the stony land one mile north of the church. The bodies 
were later transferred to the present site. Father Kozak, at considerable expense, improved the 
look of the cemetery and made provisions for a new section to be opened on the east end of the 
parish property. It was now evident that the 75-year-old rectory was thoroughly inadequate for 
the parish needs. The antiquated building was torn down and in 1960 a spacious, modern brick 
edifice was constructed by parishioner, Ike Klingshirn.

 Bishop For Posen

Rumor had it that Posen would be the next Episcopal seat because of the new priest's residence. 
All that was lacking was a cathedral church, but that was only a matter of time since the seeds for 
a new church had already been planted. A complete new $40,000.00 kitchen addition was built 
and equipped to better serve the school lunch program and annual parish chicken dinner.

An excellent administrator, Father Kozak was most responsible for the shaping of the parish com-
plex as we know it today.

 New Church

Only the building of a new church remained for his successor, Father Clarence Smolinski, who as-
sumed the reigns of command on January 2, 1968. It was homecoming for Father Smolinski who 
attended Posen High in 1941-43.

The modern, $450,000.00 creation of Architects Morriss and Wesolek, new church is today's faith 
testimony of the people of Posen. Constructed under the pastorate of Father Clarence Smolinski, 
first Mass was celebrated at Christmas, 1971, and a new home was provided for the greater honor 
and glory of God. A new house of worship for a parish after nearly a century of existence.

The tan brick structure complemented the parish look and formed a homogenous unit of symmet-
rically placed buildings. A larger modern auditorium shaped interior church replaced the country 
style church of another century. Pioneers would gasp at its beauty and perhaps would not have 
eliminated the originally designed and suggested campanile.

Instead the 81-year-old bell was refinished and converted to an electrical ringing unit in 1979 and 
was placed atop the church within a constructed framework. The $6,000.00 project was undertaken 
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by the St. Casimir's Ushers' Club. The bell which was installed in the old church thus serves today 
as a tie to those Polish pioneers who inscribed the following words on the 1,100 pound bell: "My 
name is St. Stanislaus, Patron of the Polish people."

In tribute to the sincerity and hard work of Father Smoliński, the parishioners banded together 
to completely pay off the new church debt in two years. In his 1973 annual report, Father wrote: 
"Once again your deep faith is indicated through your generosity in support of the parish. During 
the past year, our parish debt has been reduced substantially, in fact beyond my expectations of 
the parishioners themselves. At present, unless some unforeseen circumstances should prevent 
it, I feel that our parish debt should be eliminated some time this fall."

The building programs of Father Szyper and Kozak were now completed. Through substantial do-
nations from parishioners, the parking lot and cemetery driveways were blacktopped thus making 
them easier to maintain. A cemetery chapel was completed by parishioner Donald Greengtski in 
1976.

 Deacon Richard

In the winter months of 1 979, Rev. Mr. Richard Sitar was assigned to the parish for pastoral ex-
perience prior to ordination to the priesthood in October of the same year. His amiable spirit and 
eloquent sermons endeared him to young and old. He restructured the CCD curriculum and found 
time to conduct adult education classes. Both he and the parish bade farewell to its pastor, Father 
Smoliński in July, 1980.

Even the visionary Father Szyper would not recognize his Posen in the 1980's. The family farm 
has disappeared and in its place the big business farming operation has become a reality. Four 
hundred cow dairy herds and 500 acres of potatoes are not uncommon. Gigantic equipment and 
computer technology have given birth to another age of progress and way of life.

 Computer Age

Father Raymond C. Mulka, a native of the country, having been born and educated in neighboring 
Rogers City was appointed to succeed Father Smoliński in July, 1980. It will be left for others to 
present a chronicle of his sojourn in Posen. However, he faces challenges comparable to those of 
the Bogacki, Koss and Szyper eras.

The computer age presents new situations, new adventure and must be met with new solutions. 
The ever increasing role of the laity poses unknown problems and the role of the priest to address 
them must be determined in the light of faith and charity. We are confident that under his capa-
ble leadership, St. Casimir's parish will follow in the glorious tradition of its clergy who served so 
loyally and the forefathers who sacrificed so unselfishly.


