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In the beginning years of St. Thecla Parish, Norwood Park was a sparsely populated area with open 
fields filled with wild flowers. A former resident recalled that only a few homes stood in the area. 
No paved roads or sidewalks of any kind existed, only dirt roads and cow paths. The few people who 
lived in the area did some farming. They owned horses, cows, chickens and pigs. Since horses were 
still being used, a few blacksmith shops were still in business. One such blacksmith shop stood on 
Milwaukee Avenue near Harts Road.

In the early 1920's, it was a time of serene peace - children flying homemade kites, chasing butterflies 
and running through flowered fields. At dusk, the lamplighter would go around the neighborhood 
with his ladder and torch, lighting all the gas street lights.

Summertime was glorious and full of laughter. Evenings were fun packed, with the usual ball game 
in a cleared field with all the neighborhood kids participating. It was a time and a place where ev-
erybody knew everybody by their first name.

All families have their histories, and so it is with the family of St. Thecla. Sometime in 1923, the heri- 
tage of St. Thecla began. Father Francis Rusch, superintendent of St. Hedwig Orphanage, which was 
located at Touhy and Harlem, was asked by a group of workers at St. Adalberts Cemetery to organize 
a meeting to begin plans and work out details to raise funds for the construction of a new parish.

At the meeting, most of the people greeted the new church plan with enthusiasm and vigor, among 
those present were such names as Blaszczyk, Legudzinski, Rozegnal, Szatkowski, Modlisz, Truty, 
Klein, and Bold. A fund raising campaign began, people of the area sold books and staged carnivals 
on the grounds of St. Hedwig Orphanage as a means of acquiring the necessary funds.

Almost a year after the original meeting, permission was granted by the chancery office to purchase 
property within the area bounded by Devon, Oak Park, Palatine and Newcastle, for an amount close 
to $7,500, and shortly thereafter work began on the construction of what was to be known as St. 
Thecla Church. Our first church, a white frame structure on concrete edge foundation, was built by 
volunteer workers who were organized by Father Rusch. This church was erected on a field of wild 
flowers at the corner of Palatine and Oak Park Avenues. To clear the area, the men used horses 
and plows; they dug the foundation with picks and shovels, lent to them by Julius Szatkowski, who 
also donated much of the material used to erect the new building. The actual construction of the 
church went on through the spring and summer of 1925, and finally in August of that year, the first 
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St. Thecla Church was completed.

On the feast of the Assumption, August 15, 1925, the first Mass was offered at St. Thecla. A spiri-
tual beginning of a parish that numbered about 120 families, today our parish serves the pastoral 
needs of over 1,600 families.

The first St. Thecla Church, was a combination church and school. Because of its dual purpose, the 
building had no pews, but instead was furnished with wooden folding chairs. These chairs could be 
set up in rows for Mass and moved to different sections of the building to form classes.

Candles and lanterns were the source of light for evening activities at the parish, because electricity 
had not yet been installed.

Our first church did have an organ, a manually pumped type, donated by St. Josaphat's Parish. Sister 
Mary Lillian C.R., assumed the task of being the organist and music became part of our liturgical 
ceremonies.

The 120 families that comprised St. Thecla in 1925 lived within the parish boundaries formed by 
the Archdiocese. The boundaries created were Niles on the north, the Chicago and Northwestern 
Railroad on the south, Austin Avenue and the Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul Railroad on the 
east, and the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad on the west.

Since the beginning of St. Thecla School, the Sisters of Resurrection, Sr. Mary Alexandra, Sr. Mary 
Xavier, Sr. Mary Louise, who staffed the school, commuted to St. Thecla from Resurrection convent 
on Talcott Avenue. In the following year they established residence at the corner of Normandy and 
Infula (Schreiber), which was the Leon Klein home. The family of Klein occupied the first floor and 
the teaching sisters occupied the larger quarters on the second floor. Sister Lillian was not part of 
the teaching staff, she commuted a few times weekly to instruct the choir members, play the organ, 
and direct the church choir during High Mass.

Our first pastor was Father Paul Sobota. He served the parish formally from 1925 to 1929. A native 
of Arcadia, Wisconsin, he had studied at St. Francis Seminary in Milwaukee and Kenrick Seminary in 
St. Louis. He served as assistant pastor at Sacred Heart Church, Chaplain at the Sisters of Nazareth 
Novitiate in Des Plaines, and assistant pastor at St. Helen, before his first assignment as pastor of 
St. Stanislaus in Kankakee. In July of 1923, along with Father Rusch, he was selected to organize St. 
Thecla Parish; in 1925 he was appointed pastor.

When Father Sobota first came to this area, he lived in a home on Imlay Avenue. Later, he purchased 
and lived in the house at the corner of Palatine and Newcastle, the house in which the SMA priests 
now reside.

After leaving St. Thecla, Father Sobota became Chaplain-instructor at Holy Family High School for 
Girls and assistant at St. Adalbert's, then pastor of St. Susanna's in Harvey, and later pastor of St. 
Salomea's at 11824 South Indiana Avenue. He died January 20, 1968.

By the second year, 1926, St. Thecla doubled its size growing to 250 families and about 1,000 total 
parishioners. St. Thecla recorded sixteen baptisms and seventy received their First Holy Communion 
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that year. There were also six marriages and two funerals recorded. The original school, housed in 
the frame church, grew from its 112 students to nearly 200 students. The school created by subdi-
viding the church, no longer could serve the needs of the rapidly growing community.

St. Thecla's parishioners, always a hardworking, united group, did not stop to rest after they had 
their church organized. Once they realized how fast the new parish was growing, they immediately 
set out to raise money for a bigger church and school. There were picnics and bazaars, where the 
community got together to have a day of fun and enjoyment, with the proceeds going toward the 
improvement of the parish. Another means of fund raising were bunco parties held by individual 
families in their yards,

where the local businessmen would donate prizes for the winners. At times, prizes included items 
knitted and crocheted by the women of the parish. The parish also had plays, dances, and picnics. 
Most of the picnics were at the Natoma Park grounds, the area on and around the corner of Imlay 
and Milwaukee Avenues.

By 1927, the reddish brown building on the cor¬ner of Palatine and Newcastle was being construct-
ed, at a cost of $122,000. Additional land costing $20,000 was purchased to complete the area 
now owned by St. Thecla. The new building was built as a combination church and school, with the 
church occupying the first floor and a school and convent filling out the second floor. During this 
same year, the cornerstone was laid for our parish's new structure.

In February of 1927, the school had a small fire caused by spontaneous combustion, but firemen 
quickly extinguished the fire. The damage was quickly repaired and classes in the new building 
resumed.

The first graduating class of 1927 consisted of the following graduates, Joseph Marek, Eugene 
Śliwiński, Stella Rozegnal, Anna Spizewski, Helen Antos, Tessie Reinert, Helen Bar, and Florence 
Kowandy. The commencement exercises were held at the Natoma Park Hall.

School enrollment increased to 220 in 1927, and the teaching staff grew to six nuns. Families num-
bered 260 by 1928 with about 1,200 people in the parish. Still growing, the faculty increased to 
seven nuns in 1929, and by 1930 there were 378 families with a parish population of 1,615 people.

Beginning August 27, 1929 and thru August, 1935, Father Charles Marcinkiewicz served as our par-
ish's second pastor. Deciding to house the clergy on church property, he expanded the old church 
building with new additions. He had rooms built for the priests, a kitchen, dining room, library, parlor 
and office space. The original church was converted into a hall, to be used for meetings and social 
gatherings. Father Marcinkiewicz scheduled four Sunday Masses for the growing congregation.

Father Marcinkiewicz, the adopted son of Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Kiszelewski, grew up in St. Adalbert's 
Parish and attended their school. He studied at St. Paul and St. Mary of Angels Seminary in Niagara 
Falls, New York. He was ordained June 2, 1917 and was assigned first to our Lady of Lourdes. Other 
assignments included Holy Rosary, St. Mary of Perpetual Help, and Pastor of Immaculate Heart of 
Mary. Prior to becoming pastor at St. Thecla, he was a member of the Faculty at Quigley Seminary. 
Father Marcinkiewicz died December 18, 1945.
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It became obvious that by 1930 St. Thecla School had once again outgrown its facilities. Education 
required more and more space and improved facilities to serve the needs of children in the growing 
technological world and times of expanded social awareness. So, in 1930, the front section of the 
church was converted into new furnished classrooms. The seventh and eighth grades were the first 
to occupy these rooms.

St. Thecla parishioners were always a devout and energetic group. Many organizations and activities 
enhanced the lives of our early parish settlers. An adult and children’s choir, Women's Altar Society, 
Rosary Society, and Holy Name Society were formed. A junior choir was created in 1926.

Holy Days such as Corpus Christi were beautiful, festive occasions. Processions were conducted around 
the entire parish grounds, with pauses at specially erected altars on the four corners of the block.

Another special church service was Forty Hours Devotion, at which the Blessed Sacrament would 
be exposed on the main altar for adoration. At the beginning and closing ceremonies, the church 
filled with people, and a long procession would go through the aisles. The priest would use incense 
and holy water to bless the altar, the church, and the people attending the service. Other church 
occasions such as Holy Week, Easter, and Christmas had a special significance to their services.

On August 31, 1935, St. Thecla welcomed its third pastor, Father Francis E. Dampts. Born ir Chicago, 
Father Dampts was educated at St. Cyril's college, the Saint Paul Minnesota Seminary, St Mary's Se- 
minary and University of Baltimore, and wai ordained on December 21, 1921. He served as assistant 
pastor at St. Josaphat's, St. Helen's and Holy Innocents churches before becoming our pastor in 1935.

During the time Father Dampts was pastor, Northwest Chicago was building up rapidly. To help ac-
commodate the increasing number of school-age children in the vicinity, the Sisters' summer porch 
was transformed into two large classrooms in 1952. But this addition did not solve the problem for 
too long Once again, the number of classrooms had to be increased, and the only way to expand 
was to build a separate convent for the Sisters.

So, in 1954, under the gentle guidance of Father Dampts, plans were undertaken to build a convent 
on Newcastle Avenue, north of the school. The new con vent was ready for occupancy in 1957. At 
that time, additional classrooms were added to the school, occupying the space previously held 
by the nuns.

While Father Dampts was pastor, St. Thecla also became too large for one priest to serve. There-
fore in 1945, as assistant pastor, Father Hubert Hoffman, was assigned to aid with the work in our 
parish. Father Hoffman served St. Thecla until July, 1949, when our, second assistant pastor, Father 
Eugene Siedlecki, was appointed.

In 1955, St. Thecla School hired the first two lay teachers to be part of the teaching staff. This was 
a major step, since most Catholic schools at the time shunned such an idea. Today, the number of 
lay teachers has increased to eleven.

With the constant growth of our parish, Father Anthony Chrusciel was appointed as a second as-
sociate pastor on July 6, 1957, to serve along with Father Hoffman. Since that time, our church has 
always had a staff of three priests - a pastor and two priests.
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By the late 50's, the parish had grown to 1,100 families. School enrollment numbered 506 pupils. 
The existing facilities no longer were adequate for the needs of the prospering parish.

About four years before the current church was built, Father Dampts told the parishioners that 
there was slightly more than $16,000 in a fund for the new structure. He asked only that parishio-
ners give according to their ability. There was to be no fund drive, pledges, or memorial plaques. 
As one parishioner recalls, Monsignor Dampts spoke, "Who builds a church for faith and not for 
fame, wants not in marble etched his name." So, in 1958 plans were underway to construct a 
new church for St. Thecla.

The church was designed by Meyer and Cook, to be contemporary with a subdued blend of colors 
that would not detract from the main purpose of worship. The design was in accordance with the 
wish of Father Dampts. The church itself, many people feel, reflects the appreciation and love of 
St. Thecla's parishioners for their pastor.

Father Dampts celebrated the first Mass in the present church on the Feast of St. Thecla, October 
25, 1962. His Eminence Albert Cardinal Meyer presided at the dedication ceremonies, which were 
held March 31, 1963.

Constructed in buff brick in a variety of warm tones, the church has a tower rising 70 feet, 7 
inches, at one corner and extends along Devon Avenue for 205 feet. The church can seat 1,042 
people on the main floor and 87 can be accommodated in the choir. All walls of the interior are 
the same buff brick as the exterior. Mosaic work behind the altar and the side altars was done 
with a blend of colors from yellow and gold at the center shaded to green on the outside. Blonde 
oak pews, and predominantly blue stained glass windows also help create a tranquil atmosphere 
within the church.

When the new church was built, the former church was converted into four classrooms, a school 
office and library. The addition increased the number of classrooms on the first floor to six, and 
brought the school to its present size and make-up.

In January of 1964, Father Chrusciel was replaced by Father Ed Maraczewski, and on June 25th 
of the same year, Father Ed Mika was assigned to St. Thecla as Father Siedlecki was reassigned.

Father Mika served our parish for two years, until March of 1966. On April 12, 1966, St. Thecla 
welcomed the addition of Father Robert Darrow to the pastoral staff. Perhaps one of the greatest 
organizers that worked within our parish, Father Darrow is responsible for our choir, guitar group, 
and theatre group. He was also an avid supporter of sporting activities and social events at the 
parish.

By 1968, Father Dampts had served the parish for 33 years as pastor. He was raised to the level 
of Monsignor, expanded the school, built a convent, erected a modern church, and gained the 
love and respect of every parishioner. Through his humanity, devotion, and wisdom, he made St. 
Thecla a community of interacting, involved Christians. Because he reached the age of retirement 
established by the Archdiocese of Chicago, Monsignor Dampts left active service at St. Thecla 
on December 15, 1968. Today, he continues to live within the parish, enjoying a much deserved 
retirement.
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Father Matt Bednarz was named successor to Monsignor Dampts, becoming the fourth pastor of 
St. Thecla. A Chicago native, he attended Holy Innocents Grammar School, Quigley, and St. Mary 
of the Lake Seminary in Mundelein. He served as assistant pastor at St. John the Baptist in Harvey, 
Holy Innocents, St. Constance and as pastor of St. Valentine's in Cicero before becoming pastor 
of St. Thecla.

In July of 1969, Father Joe Curtis was assigned to our parish, replacing Father Ed Maraczewski as 
associate pastor. Father Curtis with his youthful zest, was instrumental in making the parish CCD 
program one of the most respectable and educational in the city.

Besides the CCD, Father Curtis was also very involved with the Liturgy Committee, Lectors, and 
Extraordinary Ministers. Together, Father Bednarz, Father Darrow, and Father Curtis molded the 
parish into a community of religious and socially aware people, from young to old, exchanging ideas, 
growing together, adapting to the changing times, for the betterment of themselves and St. Thecla.

While Father Bednarz has been pastor, St. Thecla has continued to grow. Under his direction, a 
new rectory was constructed immediately west of the church on the corner of Newcastle and 
Devon Avenues.

In February, 1973, shortly before the new rectory was completed, fire swept through the existing 
rectory which was also used as a gym for the school children. The fire occurred in the early morning 
hours. When the flames were finally extinguished, the building - once St. Thecla's first church - 
was destroyed. No one was injured, but most of the personal possessions of our priests were lost.

Our pastor, Father Bednarz, has been responsible for keeping St. Thecla current with the changing 
times. He has introduced changes proposed by the Second Vatican Council into our church. Dea-
cons and Extraordinary Ministers have also been introduced to our parish. To improve our church, 
Father Bednarz added air-conditioning for comfort during the summer months. Organizations such 
as the School Board, Liturgy Committee, and Leisure Club are offsprings of Father Bednarz's ideas.

In June, 1974, Father Darrow was reassigned to St. John of the Cross in Western Springs. During 
the summer of the same year, Father Charles Kyle was appointed to the staff of St. Thecla. Staff 
changes continued in the winter of 1975, with Father Curtis being transferred and a priest intern 
Jim Balija becoming a resident at our parish.

During 1975, St. Thecla redecorated the church and school in anticipation of the Golden Jubilee. A 
coat of paint and some new carpeting was added to our school. The church received some major 
changes, with the altar rail, old permanent altar and portable altar being removed; a new altar, 
with a carved Last Supper on its front side, new lecterns and carpeting being installed.

In the summer of 1975, Father Ralph Strand and Father James Joslyn were appointed to St. Thecla 
replacing Father Balija, who was ordained and reassigned, and Father Kyle who also was transferred.
For fifty years, St. Thecla has grown and prospered. Grown from an idea of a group of Polish im-
migrants under the direction of Father Rusch, to a prosperous community nourished by a flow of 
love from our Lord. St. Thecla today, celebrates its rich heritage of the past 50 years. However, we 
also look forward to the challenge of the 21st Century and the growth and demands St. Thecla 
will encounter In the next 50 years.


