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On July 10, 1915. T. J. Wendler bid $175 for two lots in downtown Anchorage. Andrew 
Christianson acknowledged the bid, and Wendler yelled, "These lots are for a church and a 
hospital." Christianson dropped his gavel, Wendler had his lots and, on September 14th, 
construction began on Holy Family Church. The first Mass in the new church was held on 
October 17, and the tabernacle was transferred there December 15th. The building was a 
modest structure, with three rows of pews. 
 
The Anchorage bowl had been a native summer fishing settlement for thousands of years, but 
the town of Anchorage began in 1914 as a tent city of men looking for work building the 
Alaska Railroad. Even before the lots were purchased, Thomas McLaughlin, one of 30 
Catholics in this tent city, had written to the Bishop of Seattle and had asked for a priest. On 
June 22, 1915, Jesuit Father William Shephard arrived for a two week visit. Wendler bought 
his lots in July; Fr. Shephard, now permanently assigned to Anchorage, celebrated the city's 
first Mass in a rooming house on the corner of 4th and K on September 12, 1915.  
 
The Jesuits supplied Holy Family with pastors, and every few years a new pastor would cycle through. But, in 1933, Fr. 
Dermot O'Flanagan arrived and stayed for 18 years. In that time the Anchorage population grew from fewer than 3,000 to 
over 40,000, much of the growth fueled by the military buildup in World War II. 
 

Construction began on the current church in 1947. The first Mass was held in 
the finished basement on December 14, 1947, for 200 parishioners. The 
building was completed in October 1948, and has witnessed statehood in 1959, 
the 9.2 earthquake in 1964, and Pope John Paul II's visit in 1981. 
 
Originally part of the Diocese of Juneau, Holy Family Church became Holy 
Family Cathedral with the establishment of the Archdiocese of Anchorage in 
February 1966, and Fr. Joseph T. Ryan became the first Archbishop.  
 
In 1974, the Dominicans took charge of the church with the arrival of Frs. 

Bede Wilks, Gus Hartman, and Dominic DeDominico. Over the next 40 years, the Anchorage grew from a population of 
about 50,000 to almost 300,000. From the humble beginnings of a church with three rows of pews, built in a month, in a 
town that had only been a tent city the year before, Holy Family became a cathedral and 
the head of an Archdiocese. The church edifice survived the second largest earthquake of 
the 20th century.  
 
In 2015 Fr. Anthony Patalano initiated and coordinated the purchase and installation of six 
Bavarian style stained glass windows, over 125 years old and rescued from a Philadelphia 
church that was being demolished. They are the Joyful Mysteries of the Rosary, chosen 
because the Holy Family is depicted in three of the five mysteries. A sixth window is of St. 
Therese of Lisieux, the Patron Saint of Alaska. The wall sconces are symbols of a 
consecrated church. Holy Family was dedicated/consecrated on June 5, 2016. 
 
Recent history: Under Fr. Steve Maekawa, the Dominican friars have begun monthly Masses in the Alaskan mission 
communities of Dutch Harbor, Talkeetna, Trapper Creek, and Glenallen. They serve other communities and other 
Anchorage parishes as needed. Through a generous private donation, the over 60 year old rectory was replaced in 2019 
with a spacious modern home capable of housing up to seven friars with a private chapel, library, guest room and outdoor 
deck. A newly designed and fenced courtyard provides a safe community space for rallies, processions and children’s play. 
Soon a Marian statue will provide a prayerful focus for the outdoor area. In 2020 the Archdioceses of Anchorage and 
Juneau were combined into the Archdiocese of Anchorage-Juneau and Holy Family lost its cathedral status. It is now 
simply “Holy Family Old Cathedral.” We hosted a Pope, helped the poor and the needy, and served the heart of Anchorage 
for over 100 years. We welcome you to our church home. Visit our website at www.holyfamilycathedral.org. 
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KEY DATES IN HOLY FAMILY OLD 
CATHEDRAL HISTORY 

 
July 10, 1915  Land purchased in Anchorage  

land auction  
September 14, 1915  Construction began on Holy 
        Family Church building 
June 22, 1915    Jesuit Father William Shepherd 
        arrived in Anchorage 
September 12, 1915  First Mass in rooming house at 
        4th and K 
October 17, 1915   First Mass in new church 
December 15, 1915  Tabernacle transferred to new 
        church 
December 14, 1947  First Mass in current structure 
1959      Alaska statehood 
1964      Holy Family rode out the 9.2 
        earthquake 
1966      Holy Family named Cathedral  

church of newly formed  
Archdiocese of Anchorage 

1974      Western Dominican province came to staff the Cathedral 
1981      Visit of Pope Saint John Paul II 
2015      Stained glass windows installed 
September 15, 2015  Centennial Celebration 
June 5, 2016    Dedication/consecration of Holy Family Cathedral 
2019      New rectory built 
2020      Cathedral status removed with the establishment of the new 
        Archdiocese of Anchorage-Juneau and designation of Our Lady of  

Guadalupe as the Cathedral church 


