
 

 
 
 
 

My Grandpa Mike Dragolovich (born Mȋloš 
Dragoĵloviĉ) was Serbian but was born in 1884 in a 
part of Croatia that was one of the poorest regions of 
southeastern Europe. He, his family, and other 
Serbians had migrated westward from Serbia at least 
a century earlier to escape the continuing expansion 
of the Ottoman Empire. 

Like almost everyone else in his village of 
Čapljani and the neighboring villages, Grandpa, his 
nuclear family, and his extended family were 

crowded together on a small parcel of land. They 
were able to raise vegetables and keep chickens, 
perhaps a cow. But they all had to work for other, 
more well-to-do farmers in the region. There was 
little hope for the adults and almost no hope for the 
next generation.  

As a result, 100 or more people, mostly young men 
including my Grandpa, left the small village and 
surrounding area to come to America between 1903 
and 1915. But they came not just America – those 

immigrants came directly to Kewanee. Since 
the area from where they came was part of 
the Austro-Hungarian empire, they were 
described as Austrians, Hungarians, or 
Croatians. But they were Serbs. 

Those first Serbs lived among other 
Slavic and European immigrants, working 
side by side with them at Western Tube 
(later Walworth), Kewanee Boiler, the Boss 
Company, and other businesses screaming 
for new workers. The Financial Panic of 
1907 slowed immigration, but only for a 
while. Kewanee soon had a growing and 
vibrant Serbian community.  

The size of the Serbian community in 
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Kewanee ebbed and flowed depending on the 
circumstances. For instance, my Grandpa and 
Grandma moved to the iron ore mines in northern 
Minnesota after the 1907 Panic. They returned to 
Kewanee two years later. But in 1915, they moved 
further west to Mercer County. They then were back 
and forth between Mercer and Kewanee until they 
finally purchased a home in Kewanee in 1924. 

As the number of Serbians in Kewanee grew, they 
created social groups. Mary Nicklanovich Hart, 
editor and publisher of Serb World U.S.A., reported 
that in March 1906, Kewanee's Serbian Benevolent 
Society, “St. John the Baptist” (Sveti Jovan Krstitelj) 
No. 86 of the Serbian Orthodox Federation Srbobran 
(Srpski Pravoslavni Savez “Srbobran”), was 
founded. There were 22 charter members: Petar 
Babić, Damjan Bosnić, Stojan Burnaĉ, Djuro Delić, 
Lazo Demonja, Dušan Devetak, Pavao Drakulić, 
Janko Glavaš, Dušan Jović, Trivun Klobuĉar, Jovo 
Ljubiĉić, Ljubomir Medaković, Jovo Pantelić, Stojan 
Pletikosić, Nikola Pribićević, Mile Rajĉević, Gligo 
Rudić, Adam Sibić, Stojan Truginić, Damjan Tubić, 
Jovo Vukić, and Milan Vukić. Within four months, 
the membership had doubled. 

According to Hart, by 1912, the Kewanee society 
had joined the Federation of Serbs Sloga (Savez 
Sjedinjenih Srba “Sloga”), which had resulted from 
a merger of three national Serbian societies.  

When Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia 
following the assassination of Archduke Franz Fer-
dinand of Austria in 1914, the event which started 

what became World War I, Kewanee Serbs, like Ser-
bians nationwide, supported the Allies. Kewanee 
Serbs registered for the draft, many joined the mili-
tary, and others contributed as best they could in sup-
port of the war effort. 

After the war ended, Kewanee Serbs continued to 
support each other as well as the greater community. 
On April 28, 1923, they formed Serbian Eagle Lodge 
No. 116. It originally met at 201 ½ W. Sixth Street, 
behind Eli Knezevich’s confectionery shop located 
at 201 W. Sixth.  

In addition to regular monthly meetings, the lodge 
held picnics and other events for Serbs and non-Serbs 



 

alike. The farm at West Street and W. Sixth Street 
was a particularly favorite spot for gathering to 
enjoy a fine summer Sunday.  

The lodge also strongly supported citizenship in its 

its members’ new country. All lodge members 
were required to apply for U.S. citizenship within 
six years of arrival in their new homeland.  

In 1925, the lodge celebrated its second anni-
versary with festivities and a parade, and 
thousands of Serbians from Kewanee and the 
surrounding area attended. 

Kewanee’s Serbs did not have a church of their 
own in which to practice their orthodox religion. 
Periodically, clergy from other Serbian Orthodox 
churches would travel to Kewanee. Otherwise, the 
Serbs would meet at other cooperating churches to 
worship.  

In 1928, St. George Serbian Orthodox Church 
in Joliet celebrated the opening of its new church. 
Because of improved transportation by car and 
train, Kewanee Serbs then had a new option 
available for practicing their religion. 

John Pletkovich, now 100 years-old, still 
remembers how his father, Steve, would arrange for 
at least two cars to be available on Sunday mornings. 
The group of Serbs would drive to Annawan where 
they caught a Chicago & Rock Island train to Joliet. 



 

The group would walk about ten blocks north to St. 
George. After the service ended, the group then 
retraced its route back home. Kewanee Serbs 
continued to travel to Joliet for services until the 
pastor of Kewanee’s St. John’s Episcopal Church 
agreed to hold services for the Serbs sometime in the 
1930s – lore has it that it came about when Steve 
Pletkovich offered to 
supply St. John’s with 
all of its communion 
wine!  

Kewanee Serbs fully in-
tegrated into the com-
munity, operating many 
well-known and successful 
businesses as Kewanee 
continued to grow. 

It was not long after 
Kewanee’s Serbs were fully 
accepted into St. 
John’s that they slowly 
began the inevitable 
loss of cultural iden-
tity. While the older 
Serbs who first came to 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kewanee maintained their ties to their cultural 
organizations, their children began to lose touch with 
the older ways. After World War II, the men returned 
home and started families, moving further away from 
their parents’ cultural ties. And when the baby 
boomers came along a generation later, those ties 
were virtually severed. 

Today, few of us 
identify as anything 
other than Ameri-
cans. If we even 

contemplate our heritage, 
it’s usually through gen-
ealogy research, with very 
little, if any, first-hand 
knowledge passed down to 
us from our ancestors. That’s 
too bad. I know now how 
wonderful it would have 
been to have talked to my 

Grandpa Mike, about 
his life, his customs, 
his heritage. It’s truly 
my loss.  

(If you have stories 
about your Serbian 

heritage, I would love to hear them. Please consider 
posting them on my Dusty Roads Facebook page at 
https://www.facebook.com/dusty.roads.kewanee.) 

 
 


