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SACRED HEART PORTAGE, PA 

(The Legacy of Prince Gallitzin. A History of the Altoona Johnstown Diocese) 

 

The history of Sacred Heart of Jesus Roman Catholic Church of Portage, Pa., really 

had its beginning in Poland, where oppression reigned supreme. As these freedom seekers 

left their homes in their native land, many of them settled in the Portage area. 

Being God-loving people, these immigrants sought a place to worship. St. Joseph 

Church was the only Roman Catholic Church in Portage and as a result this lead to 

overcrowding. The Polish speaking people of this locality organized in 1908 and formed 

the Sacred Heart Society. Under the leadership of John Urbanik, Joseph Kowalski, John 

and Sophia Dudek, Jacob Bern and Paul Rybicki, this newly organized Beneficial 

Organization of Portage formulated plans for the establishment of a Roman Catholic 

Church in which Polish would be the chief language. 

Ignatz Fruhlinger bought the present site from William Moudy on January 28, 1909, 

and then on June 21, 1909, transferred the land to the Sacred Heart Polish Society for a 

consideration of $1,000. 

Fr. Boleslaus Dutkiewicz was assigned to the new congregation and took up 

residence on Caldwell Avenue. 

In October 1909 the Bishop, Rt. Rev. E. A. Garvey of Altoona, assisted by Fr. 

Bruno Dembinski of Johnstown, Fr. James Eagen of St. Joseph, Fr. Francis Pilz of South 

Fork and Fr. Dutkiewicz, performed the Laying of the Cornerstone Ceremony. 

Two months later at the Christmas Midnight Mass on December 25, 1909, Fr. 

Dutkiewicz celebrated the first Mass in the spacious basement of what is now the Sacred 

Heart of Jesus Roman Catholic Church. 

Fr. Dutkiewicz served the spiritual needs of the people until May 7, 1910 when he 

was transferred to St. Joseph Church, Ralphton, Pa. 

Rev. A. M. Habrowski was in turn transferred from Ralphton to Sacred Heart 

Church where he took up residence on Caldwell Avenue. On June 22, 1910 the rectory was 

moved to Orchard Street, making it more accessible to the temporary church. He remained 

at that residence until 1922 when he moved into the present rectory. Martha Isban became 

the first housekeeper followed by Frances Najdek. 

From 1909 until 1922 the spacious basement was the structure that served the 

congregation for services. 

On January 14, 1915 Fr. Habrowski personally purchased a parcel of land on 

Orchard Street and later transferred a portable school building onto the property. 

With the idea of constructing a true church, the Portage Construction Co., was hired 

to begin the project. In order not to disrupt church services, the plans called for the eaves of 

the church basement to be removed and the walls erected alongside so that the inner 
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basement remained as originally built. When the roof of the main building was completed, 

the basement roof was torn down and removed and a floor laid. Work by the Portage 

Construction Co., was stopped when the church funds were depleted. Fr. Habrowski then 

hired two carpenters, Francis Leo Weber and Eddie Garner, to complete the interior with 

him. 

Francis Leo Weber vividly recalls the ingenuity used to mount the bell in the church 

belfry. The stress on the ropes that lifted the bell measured ten feet longer after mounting. 

The bell alone weighs 1640 pounds, when mounted it weights exactly 2000 pounds. 

Fr. Habrowski did much of the interior work and the furnishings, including the 

pulpit and the confessional which were carved by his own skillful hands. 

The basement was then converted into two classrooms and a social hall that were 

necessary to accommodate children who were entering Sacred Heart School in 1924. Frank 

Lagowski, a parishioner, made his home at 725 Orchard Street available to the parish for a 

convent for the Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth. They remained there until 1947 

when Fr. Habrowski purchased the present property for the use of the convent on October 

8, 1946. The old school parcel and the present convent remained the property of Rt. Rev. 

Msgr. Habrowski until June 17, 1958 when both properties from his estate were transferred 

to the Most Rev. Howard J. Carroll or his successor in trust for Sacred Heart Church. 

Stained glass windows were installed in 1952. 

On February 26, 1957 Fr. B. J. Worsa was appointed pastor of Sacred Heart Church 

to succeed the late Msgr. Habrowski. This began a dedicated life of twenty-six years to the 

parish and the people of Portage. 

Shortly after arriving at Sacred Heart, Fr. Worsa saw the urgent need for renovation 

of the church social hall and the rectory. The project was undertaken in 1958 and 

completed in 1959. 

Fr. Worsa was instrumental in bringing the Venerable Sister Servants of the Most 

Sacred Heart of Jesus to Portage in 1962. 

In 1966 special religious services were conducted at Sacred Heart Church 

commemorating the Polish Millennium of one thousand years of Polish Christianity. 

Late in the Summer of 1967, groundbreaking ceremonies were held for a new 

Catechetical Center which was constructed on Orchard Street on a lot adjacent to the other 

church buildings. Completion of the Center took place in the Spring of 1968. 

In 1972 Fr. Lawrence Karcz accepted the position of assistant pastor to Sacred 

Heart Church. He continued to serve in that capacity for eleven years. 

Fr. Worsa supervised and coordinated a highly successful "Aid to Poland" project 

from 1981 to 1983. Sacred Heart Church was the collection center for food, clothing, 

household and miscellaneous items. Hundreds of packages were prepared, wrapped, 

addressed and delivered to Pittsburgh for shipment to Poland. 
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In February 1983 Fr. B. J. Worsa resigned as acting pastor of Sacred Heart Church 

because of health reasons. 

Fr. Lawrence was then appointed administrator of the church until October 1983 

when the new pastor, Rev. Stanley J. Zubricki, was appointed pastor by His Excellency 

Bishop James J. Hogan. The current pastor is Rev. Bernard Przybocki. 

The Rev. Habrowski was ordained in St. John Pro-Cathedral in Altoona, October 3, 

1908, by the late Bishop Eugene A. Garvey of the Altoona Diocese. His first Solemn High 

Mass was celebrated at St. Adalbert Church, South Side, Pittsburgh. He received his first 

assignment from Bishop Garvey telling him, "Father, they need an apostle in Somerset 

County." 

On October 10, 1908, after a week's vacation Fr. Habrowski arrived at his first 

pastorate in Somerset County. He made his headquarters in Ralphton where he served until 

May 6, 1910. Together with his parishioners a church, now extinct, was built in Ralphton. 

Priestly duties in Somerset County were more that of a Missionary, for he traveled to 

administer the spiritual needs to the people of Acosta, Gray, Husband, Somerset, 

Rockwood, Wells Creek, Listie, Holsopple, Hooversville, Reading Mines and Friedens. 

Traveling was done by horse and buggy or horse and sleigh. Trips as long as twenty six 

miles were not uncommon. Other times he walked six miles to catch a train at Stoystown, 

Fr. Habrowski had shown the seed of religion well, for now there were parishes in 

Somerset, Hollsopple, Acosta, and Hooversville, with Mission Churches in Listie, Boswell 

and MacDonald ton. 

Fr. Habrowski arrived in Portage to assume duties of pastor of Sacred Heart Church 

on May 7, 1910, at the age of twenty-five. A carpenter by trade, he designed and helped to 

build the present rectory and church which was dedicated on Thanksgiving Day in 1923. In 

addition to taking care of the spiritual and educational needs of the parish Fr. Habrowski 

found time to aid in the growth of the community. He named some of the streets in Portage 

and was instrumental in overseeing the laying of the bricks used to pave the streets, assisted 

in getting a Ribbon Mill to locate here, and organized the first baseball team in 1915. 

The death of Msgr. Habrowski on January 31, 1957 marked the end of an era. The 

Rt. Rev. Msgr. Habrowski had been pastor of Sacred Heart Church for over forty-six years. 

Vocations from the parish include the Rev. Walter J. Moll, Jr.; Sister Celeste 

Ciesielka, C.C.W., and Sister Mary Assumpta, C.S.Sp. (Helen Rae Zabas.) 

Sacred Heart Cemetery, located on Spring Hill, was first established on August 7, 

1911. At that time a two acre tract of land was purchased for $200 and deeded to the Most 

Rev. E. A. Garvey in trust for Sacred Heart Church. 

In June, 1975, during Fr. Worsa's term, the adjacent Syrian Cemetery was turned 

over to the Sacred Heart Church for $1 with the understanding that the parish would take 

care of the graves. 
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On July 19, 1940 six of the seven parishioners who were victims of the Sonman 

Mine Explosion were buried. The seventh victim was buried the next day. 

In February, 1957 Msgr. A. M. Habrowski was laid to rest in the parish cemetery. A 

monument was erected in the Spring of 1958 in his memory. This was accomplished 

through the efforts of the Usher's Club, Sacred Heart parishioners, and Monsignor's family. 

In the earliest years of the Sacred Heart Church, the school age children attended 

Saturday classes. When the school opened in 1924, it was staffed by the Venerable Sister of 

the Holy Family of Nazareth. 

From 1924 until 1933 there were two school rooms in the church basement which 

housed Grades 1, 2, and 3 and two classrooms in the school building on Orchard Street, 

which housed Grades 4, 5, 6 and 7. In the school year of 1934-35, an Eighth grade was 

added. 

Another addition was a Kindergarten in 1942. 

Due to the loss of the dedicated service of the Sisters of Nazareth, Sacred Heart 

School was closed in 1959. 

Realizing the need, the parish responded readily to Fr. Worsa's plan for a 

Catechetical Center. The old school was taken down, adjoining property was purchased, 

and a groundbreaking was held on April 16, 1967. Work progressed so well that in the 

spring of 1968, the Parish New School or Catechetical Center received the blessing of His 

Excellency The Most Rev. James Hogan, Bishop of Altoona-Johnstown Diocese. The 

kindergarten has been housed in the Catechetical Center since 1968. 

In spite of the reality of declining numbers entering the religious life, the 

Community of Sacred Heart Sisters continued to grow. It soon became necessary for the 

Novitiate House to be located in a larger house in Cresson. Later, a Chapel and six 

dormitory rooms were added. 

The parish is pleased to have a share in the establishment of the first Novitiate of 

this Order which, in 1986, became the first Province of the Sister Servants of the Sacred 

Heart in the United States. Mother Superior is Sister Amabilis. 


