History Notes of St. Catherine of Siena Church
Wireton, Pennsylvania

(taken from the Solemn Blessing of St. Catherine of Siena Church booklet)

(Wednesday, July 9, 1958)

(Notes gathered by means of inquiry of Miss Edna Heidler and Mr. John Seng, who reside in Glenwillard now. Miss Heidler’s Great-great grandparents, the MacNamee family, settled in what is now Glenwillard, in 1820.)

The dedication of St. Catherine Church is just another page in the long story of Catholicity in the environs of Glenwillard.  For active Catholic people have been deeply rooted in this community for over 150 years.

Holy Mass was celebrated in Glenwillard in the days around 1825 to 1845 when the priests from St. Patrick Parish, Pittsburgh, attended all of Beaver County.  These 3 or 4 families living here at that time journeyed to St. Patrick’s Church in Pittsburgh for administration of the sacraments of Baptism, Marriage and Confirmation.  Besides their own family there was a Dougherty family living here; perhaps related to the Dougherty family of Beaver. Philip MacNamee and Mary McCoy, were married by Father Patrick Garland at St. Patrick’s in 1843.  Later, from 1837 onward, the people found it more convenient to go to St. Peter & Paul’s Church in Beaver for the sacraments.  Father James Reed, Pastor at St. Peter & Paul’s  - 1831 to 1867, for a number of years offered up Mass when there was a fifth Sunday in the month and also baptized the children in the community.  About 1840 Mass was offered up in a log cabin adjacent to the place where the old bridge crossed the railroad track.  Miss Heidler has in her possession a bureau that was used by Fr. Reed as an altar in the log house.  With the coming of industry St. James Parish in Sewickley was organized. The Catholic families found it more convenient to go across the river by boat to assist at Mass.  There is a record of Father Coyne (former pastor of St. Mary’s, 46th St., Pgh., now deceased) coming to Glenwillard around 1870 to offer up Mass for a group of Catholics who were working on the construction of the Pittsburgh & Lake Erie Railroad.  At that time Father Coyne was the Pastor of the newly founded St. Francis Xavier Church, McKees Rocks.  About the turn of the century, an event took place which had much to do with supporting Catholicity in this vicinity.  Father Martin Hughes was appointed pastor of the new parish, St. Joseph’s, Coraopolis.  He began to celebrate the sacrifice of the Mass once each month.  During this time between 1900 and 1910 Mass was offered up in the home of Mr. James Neilan and in Rooney’s Hotel in Wireton.  Rooney Hotel was owned by Mr. Daniel Rooney, the father of Father Silas Rooney, O.F.M.; the only known priest born in this parish, and Arthur J. Rooney, his brother, the owner of the Pittsburgh Steelers Football Team.  During this time there were about 40 or 50 persons assisting at Mass on Sunday.  Also at this time the names of the locality were changed at the turn of the century.  South Heights was known as Shannopin; what is now Wireton was Anderson Road Station on the Lake Erie Railroad, but the Post Office was Wireton.  What is now Glenwillard was Shaustown.
Concerning the Catholic settlement at Beaver, Pa., the first Mass was said in Beaver County in 1749 by Father Bonnecampe, the Chaplain, who was with the French forces enroute to finding Fort Duquesne, Pittsburgh, Pa.  Later, another Jesuit, Father Louis Virot, built a log chapel along the river at Beaver in 1757.  He was driven off by hostile Indians and returned to Fort Niagara, New York, where he was martyred by the Iroquois Indians in 1759.  He was one of the early martyrs of the Catholic Church in America.  In 1793, John, Edward, and Monassa Dougherty, who were converts, along with Patrick Maquire, arranged to have Mass at Beaver from time to time when a priest might be available.  Between 1825 and 1831 there was Mass at Beaver and probably during those years occasionally in the vicinity of Wireton and South Heights.  The following priests from St. Patrick’s Church in Pittsburgh cared for the religious needs of the people during that time:  Father Maguire, Father Gibbs, Father Garland, and Father McCullough.  On June 29th, 1837, the feast of Sts. Peter and Paul, Bishop Kendricks of Philadelphia, Pa., blessed the new church that was built and dedicated to Sts. Peter and Paul at Beaver and Father James Reed was appointed Pastor.  Father Reed looked after Sts. Peter and Paul’s and the few other Catholic settlements in Beaver County between 1834 and 1868, when he dies.  Father reed was buried in the Dougherty Cemetery; the cemetery was named and donated by the Dougherty Brothers mentioned above, where the early Catholics of the section seem to have been buried.

About 1900, religious instruction classes were conducted in the home of Miss Sara Neilan; assisting her at the classes was Miss Edna Heidler.  In those days there were 80 to 90 children in class.

The locality was a bustling industry at the turn of the century.  A Puddling Mill of rather large proportions for the time was opened in 1906 and continued for some time after that.

On May 8, 1907, land was purchased by Right Reverend Regis Canevin, Trustee of St. Catherine’s Church from the Riverview Land Company of Pittsburgh at the cost of $500.00.  The lot situated in Hopewell Township begins at a point on the west side of the Public Road (known as Pittsburgh Road) 882.20 feet northwardly, thence northwardly along the westerly line of said Pittsburgh Road 75 feet to a point, thence westwardly and at right angles 100 feet to a point, thence northwest 39.29 feet to a point, thence southwest 144.92 feet to a point; thence southeast 110.9 feet; thence northeast 183.75 feet to a point on the westerly line of the Pittsburgh Road, at the place of beginning.  Recorded on July 2, 1907, Deed Book Volume 205, Page 131.  Recorder of Deeds Office, Beaver County, Pa.
On October 29, 1946, the second piece of property was purchased by Most Reverend Hugh C. Boyle from Lester and Irene Laughner and Charles and Evelyn Forcey at the cost of $800.00.

On March 13, 1910, a building committee was organized for the purpose of raising funds for a new church.  The first officers were James Neilan, President, and Mr. V. J. Brucker, recording secretary and treasurer.  The Board of Directors included John Nahay, Fred Schultheis and James Neilan.

In 1910, Mr. I. T. Hoeveler presented Fr. Hughes with the $500.00 to reimburse the parish for the price of the lot.  It was suggested by the committee that the church be named St. Martin after Fr. Martin Hughes, an honor which Fr. Hughes declined.  He suggested the name of St. Catherine of Siena for Mrs. Catherine Hoeveler, now residing in Pittsburgh, who donated the altar and the filler for the floor.  The building of the new church was begun in the spring of 1910.  Stone for the church was donated by J. Morrow and the contractors for the building were Hogsett-Saire’s and Perry Miller, Five Points.
A ladies auxiliary was formed with Mrs. Samuel McCoy serving as President.

The first Mass was celebrated in the new church on August 5, 1910, by the first pastor, Father Martin Hughes.  The charter families of the church include: V. J. Bricker, J. Martin, Samuel McCoy, Martin Sieffert, John Sutelle, Frank Baum, Daniel Rooney, I. T. Hoeveler, Peter Beck, Edward Sutelle, Joseph Miller, George Miller, Edward Miller, Gus Miller, John Miller, P. J. Deery, Michael Galgon, A. J. Daley, John Nahay, George Sutelle, John Barcaskey, Fred Schultheis, Miss Edna Heidler, Mrs. Sarah Heidler, and John O’Neill.  A number of these are deceased but some of them with their families are still living either in St. Catherine’s parish or in nearby communities.  The first Sunday School teacher in the new church was Miss Iona Sutelle, now Mrs. Bernard Wright of Aliquippa.  The first Confraternity of Christian Doctrine teacher was Mrs. Mary Lynch who later became Sister Jose in 1933 at Marywood College, Scranton, Pa.  Others who taught catechism in the new church were Miss Anna McCarthy, sister of Father Joseph McCarthy, former assistant at St. Titus, who taught until 1939, Miss Catherine Seng, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. John Seng, also now Sister Leah at Marywood College, Miss Frances Kraus, Miss Margaret Deery and Miss Hazel Miller.  Later this work of teaching the catechism was taken over by the Vincentian Sisters from St. Joseph’s Church in West Aliquippa, and at present by the Sisters of Mercy from Our Lady of Fatima Parish.

The first baptisms in the church were administered by Father Hughes on April 9, 1911.  Those baptized were Martin John Sieffert, son of Mr. and Mrs. Martin Sieffert; Eugene Leonard Sutelle, son of the late Mr. and Mrs. John Sutelle; Joseph and Mary Shively, the son and daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Edward Shively.

The first marriage took place on November 24, 1914, between Frank Sutelle and Margaret Griffin.

The first funeral was that of Kenneth McCoy, the 14 year old son of Mr. and Mrs. Samuel McCoy, who was accidently killed the day after the dedication of the church.

Over the half century, the people of St. Catherine’s have received the ministration of many priests.  The pastors and assistant pastors of St. Joseph’s, Coraopolis; St. Mary’s, Beaver Falls; St. Titus, Aliquippa; St. Joseph’s West Aliquippa, all have come to St. Catherine’s Church each Sunday to offer up the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass and administer the sacraments.  Father Martin Hughes, Father Patrick Healy, Father Patrick Shanahan, Father Thomas McCabe, Father Raymond Buechel now all deceased will long be remembered in the prayers of the people of the parish.  The kindly help of Father Edward Zauner, Father John Feldmeier, Father Joseph Altany, Father Michael Dravecky and their assistants, down through the years, have all endeared them to the hearts of the people of St. Catherine’s.

In June of 1954, the new parish of Our Lady of Fatima was erected by the Most Reverend Bishop John F. Dearden, and the territory in the vicinity of St. Catherine’s was placed in the new parish.  St. Catherine’s Church was to be a mission church attached to Our Lady of Fatima as soon as the new pastor Rev. Cornelius J. Finneran, would be in a position to take over.  On June 10th, 1956, the new parish of Our Lady of Fatima being advanced sufficiently, and a new assistant Rev. Hugh J. Lang having been appointed, St. Catherine’s became the care of Father Finneran.

A comparatively small renovation job was begun on the church during July of 1957, but this was changed to a complete take of rebuilding a month later when the church was swept by fire during the early hours of the morning of August 25, 1957.  His Excellency Bishop Dearden, ordered a complete rebuilding of the church, adding 24 feet to the length and 10 feet to the width at the nave.  The ceiling is natural finished cedar with exposed douglas fir trusses; the pews and furniture are completely new.  A kitchen and Meeting Room have been added to the basement, along with new toilet facilities and parking lot; completing a new milestone in the long history of St. Catherine of Siena Church.

The reconstruction has been done by John B. Hamerski, from Our Lady of Fatima Parish and his fine crew: Joseph Gregas, Lou Tovey, Edmund and Lynn Berckmiller, Roger Tur zak, Bill Miner, and Chester Kasper, who had the misfortune of breaking his ankle on the job; the electrical work was done by Mr. E. L. Berckmiller.  These men all worked during a most severe winter to complete the work for Dedication Day.
The parish is indebted to the planning of the Church Committee: John Seng, Victor Franc, Sam Santilli and Michael Plasko; also to a fine group of men who painted the Social Hall and Meeting Room, among whom were: Mike Plasko, Thomas Plasko, Sam Santilli, John Lesh, Andrew Smerigan, Ralph Verdu, Sr., Mitchell Burak, Van Nesselrode, James Friedl, and Ralph Lise.
