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  St. Anthony's Parish, Ranshaw.
   The Development of the Polish Catholic Parishes 
  in the Diocese of Harrisburg, PA, p.21-26.
  CAP at Orchard Lake.

 

Two miles east of Shamokin and six miles west of Mt. Carmel, a few pioneer German Catholic 
settlers selected a small flat about two square miles as the site of their future homes. It was 
between I860 and 1867 when they first built their cabins, which stand as mute evidence of their 
sturdy construction. In a few years more settlers came, many of Irish extracion. When the value 
of Anthracite was discovered (Anthracite was known before its value became appreciated) and 
its mining became an extensive industry the small village grew into a prosperous little town; the 
postal officers called it Ranshaw, in honor of the rich landowner J. J". Ranshaw of Syracuse N.Y.

The first family of settlers was the Welkers and the town, for a short time, was known as Welk-
er. Hence we have the queer situation of a small town with three names-Brady, Ranshaw and 
Welker. That did not seem to be quite enough so the citizens coined another, Johnson City, in 
honor of another wealthy landowner. Slowly the names Welker and Johnson City are becoming 
covered with the dust of time and the name Ranshaw is Official with the postal authorities, 
while Brady is official with the Pennsylvania R.R.

In numbers and in influence the Poles soon predominated to such an extent that the town became 
a small Polish colony but always dependent upon its much larger neighbor Shamokin. In fact 
the Polish colony in Ranshaw was always looked down upon by the Polish colony in Shamokin 
and Mt, Carmel, since practically all the imigrants in Shamokin and Mt, Carmel were from the 
Province of Posen while those in Ranshaw from Russian Poland. Hence the superiority complex 
of the Shaunokin and Mt. Carmel Poles.

The Poles of Ranshaw at first attended the St. Stanislaus Kostka Parish in Shamokin. For years 
they were exposed to the inconvenience of travelling to Shamokin to fulfill their religious du-
ties. The communication between these two towns was at its best very poor and the people 
of Ranshaw lost their fervor, exposed as they were to the inconvenience of the weather and 
the arduous task of walking two miles to the Church. The older folks fulfilled their religious ob-
ligations in a small measure, but their children were woefully neglected in Catholic education 
and growing became quite indifferent Catholics and very poor citizens. Consequently the place 
became a hot-bed of rascality.
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The better thinking element in the town decided to organize and "build their own Church, "but 
their distinct efforts failed for various reasons. The most important one was the opposition 
the people had in the pastors of St. Stanislaus Kostka Church. For a while things rested in such 
a state; but the people exercised pressure upon the Franciscan Fathers and it was decided to 
build a mission Church in the town to be served by the priests of St. Stanislaus. The people 
soon realized that this concession was not sufficient and they decided to take the matter be-
fore the Church authorities in Harrisburg, the seat of the diocese. The authorities soon found 
themselves on the horns of a dilemma. They saw the necessity of a Parish in Ranshaw, but the 
Franciscan Fathers claimed it in their territory and willing to establish a parish independent of 
St. Stanislaus, however the people clamored for a parish independent of the Franciscan Order. 
The Bishop, the Rt. Rev. Phillip Mc Devitt, D.D. decided in favor of the people and called the 
Rev. Thos. Bartol to take charge - September 1, 1919. The Provincial of the Polish Province of 
the Franciscans, the Rev. V. Fudzinski, carried the case to the very doors of Rome, but there it 
was decided against him.

When the Rev Thos. Bartol took charge he found much opposition as quite a number of influ-
ential families were still in favor of the Franciscan Order, and quite a number would not believe 
that the proposition could be carried out successfully. In 1919 forty-two families were willing 
to sacrifice substan¬tial offerings on the success of the undertaking.

The first meeting of the pastor and the temporary Committee in charge took place on September 
4th 1919. The minutes of the Committee disclosed that it had made a payment of #1,500 on the 
Theodore Meisberger property and had $700 in the Shamokin Bank. This revelation according 
to the Pastor "knocked the legs out from under him," as he was left under the impression that 
the property purchased for $7,500 was paid for in full.

At this meeting all matters were put into the hands of the Pastor. Religious services were started 
in the public school September 10th 1919. December 1st the rectory was occupied and in it 
Holy Mass was celebrated every week-day.

It soon became evident that the purchased plot of ground was too small. The home of Richard 
Fitzpatrick was purchased for the sum of $4,500 with its adjoining plots of ground.

The architect, Paul Monaghan of Philadelphia drew the plans for the Church. The estimated cost 
of the brick edifice was $69,000.00 It received the approval of the authorities, but the bank of 
Shamokin would not advance that amount of money to a small community claiming “the whole 
town was not worth that much" (C. Craeber - president of the National Bank), and they would 
loan only $20,000.00 The alternative was a basement of the proposed structure, dedicated May 
30th 1920 - as St. Anthony's of Padua.

Then became the big mine strike of 1922. For six months not a ton of coal was mined. Surplus 
funds of the people vanished but they managed to lift the $20,000 mortgage before 1924.

In 1923 a plot of ground was purchased for the erection of a parish school and auditorium. The 
building was started 1924 and completed in 1926 at the total cost of $122,000.00 It is a solid 
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tapestry brick building of eight spacious class¬rooms and a large auditorium built on the most 
modern plan with all modern furnishings and accessories. The number of pupils is 261 with six 
sisters of the Felician Order in charge.

An Effort was made, in 1931, to raise enough funds to complete the Church and it is confidently 
expected that in 1935 the Church building will stand completed.

At present the congregation numbers 211 families, all eagerly cooperating with their pastor to 
crown the commendable work of twelve years with the finishing of the Church.

 The Excelsior Mission.

St. Anthony's Parish has within its limits a small Mission Church of the Sacred Heart located two 
miles south of Ranshaw in a small mining village, Excelsior.

This mission at first was under the supervision of the St. Stanislaus Kostka Parish but after the 
organization of St. Anthony's Parish in 1919 it passed into the latter's hands. It dates back to 
1875 when at that time there were about 120 polish families residing in this mining village. At 
present however the congregation consists of 36 families of all nationalities.

The Mission Church was renovated in 1927 and rededicated in 1928. What seemed a hopeless 
proposition turned out to be one of the finest Mission Churches of the Harrisburg Diocese.


