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     Happy New Year! When you 
attended church at Holy Family 
during Advent and Christmas this 
year, you celebrated the 180th Nativity 
of Our Lord Mass in the history of 
our glorious church. You can’t help 
but bask in the majesty of our stained 
glass windows and the magnificence 
of our historical church—deemed 
the “Cathedral of the West” within 
our Diocese — gifted to us by our 
forefathers. 
     Louis Baum, our church historian, 
writes this regarding our history:   
     Catholicism in Little Falls dates 
back to 1833 when a priest from Utica 
was assigned to minister to the few 
Catholics in the area. Services were 
held at the Old Octagon Church, 
where all the religious denominations 
in the village worshiped.  St. Mary’s 
Parish was established in 1838, by 
Bishop John Hughes. Father Joseph 
Burke was appointed the first resident 
pastor. Written records date back 
to September 8, 1842, with the 
arrival of Father John Shanahan, 
who served Catholics in the western 
Mohawk Valley, covering an area of 
approximately 250 square miles.
     The erection of the first Catholic Church in Little Falls 
took place in 1847, in nearly the same location as the 
present church. That wooden-frame building, built at the 
cost of $2,500, was dedicated by Bishop John McCloskey 
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and was named “St. Mary’s of the Assumption.” 
     Disaster befell the congregation with the destruction
of the wooden church by fire, on June 20, 1866. After 

this unfortunate fire, the Catholics 
worshiped at Keller Hall from 1866 to 
1869, while they were building a new 
brick church on Petrie Street. Disaster
struck again. Soon after the new 
church was completed in 1873, the 
building was condemned as being 
unsafe. Once again, the rapidly 
growing congregation had to hold 
their services in a more public setting–
this time in the Skinner Hall Opera 
House.
     By the early 1870s, the population 
of Little Falls had grown to nearly 
6,000 people, most of whom were 
of English or Irish parentage. (The 
significant immigration of Catholics 
from the eastern European and Slavic 
nations had not yet begun–this would 
not happen until the 1890s.)    
     By 1874, the Irish Catholics had 
become a major economic and political 
force in the community. They were 
mill owners, prosperous merchants, 
educators, and professionals, such as 
doctors and lawyers. Therefore, when 
it came time to design and build a new 
place of worship, the pocketbooks and 
bank accounts were opened wide. The 
ordinary working men and women, 
those toiling in the mills and factories, 

also pledged small amounts of money—in many instances, 
more than their means could provide. What they could 
not do in terms of money, they were able to do in labor—

“I wish to create a church so beautiful that it  
would move even the hardest heart to prayer.”

                                 —The unknown architect of Glastonbury Abbey
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churches, with their wealth of sculpture, paintings, and 
marvelous stained glass.
     During the early 1900s, major renovations were made 
to St. Mary’s Church. For the stained glass phase of this 

restoration project, St. Mary’s 
turned once again to the world’s 
premier stained glass designers 
and artisans, the John Hardman 
& Company of Birmingham, 
England. Hardman was solely 
represented in the United States 
by Montague, Castle-London 
Company of New York City.   
     This phase entailed two 
series of stained glass windows 
on both sides of the nave. The 
October 3, 1914 edition of the 
Little Falls Evening Times stated: 
“All the memorial windows that 
are to be placed in St. Mary’s 
church have now reached New 
York from England, and there 
will be no further delay in 
carrying forward the work of 
beautification.”
          On the right side of the 

Nave, the windows represent “The Childhood of Christ” 
and, on the left side, “His Public Ministry.” The windows 
were modeled after the matchless English style of the 14th 
century. A thanksgiving Mass and celebration was held on 
Sunday, October 24, 1915, to commemorate the formal 
reopening of the church—a church worthy of God and 
His children, a project which saw its culmination in the 
present St. Mary’s/Holy Family Parish.
     The 2020 population of Little Falls is less than 5,000 
people, significantly less than the 7,000 residents when 
the current church building was constructed in 1874, and 
less than half the 11,000 to 13,000 residents when major 
renovations and upgrades were made in 1915. 
     “When the church was built, when this magnificent
art was installed, it was done for one reason—to point and 
direct everything to Jesus and have people experience His 
Glory, to help people recognize the heavenly Glory that 
is before us in the Church and in the Eucharist, and to go 
out to the world and live it in the world.”
     Although we are fewer in number now and have added 
financial burdens, it is still incumbent on the current and 
future generations of Holy Family Parish to maintain our 
beautiful facilities for the Glory of our Lord, Jesus Christ. 
The stained glass windows are just one example of the 
many priceless and irreplaceable gifts left to us by our 
generous ancestors, along with the even greater treasure 
they left us—our Catholic Faith.

digging and preparing the ground for the foundation 
to get the site ready for construction. These men toiled 
evenings after dinner and on weekends.
     The new St. Mary’s was to be, in keeping with the 
European tradition, a testimony 
to the people’s love for God in all 
of His glory. The present church 
edifice, built in the Gothic style, 
was begun in 1874 when Father 
James Ludden was pastor. The 
architect was G. Edward Cooper 
of Utica, while the contractors 
were local artisans. The new 
church had a seating capacity 
of 1,200. Extreme dimensions 
of the building were 160 x 95 
feet, with walls 2½ feet thick, 
strengthened by solid masonry 
buttresses, twenty-eight feet 
in height. The stone used in 
construction was mined from 
local rock quarries.
     The laying of the cornerstone 
took place on Sunday, May 19, 
1878. Father Ludden celebrated 
the first Mass in the new church 
on Christmas Day in 1879. The original church building 
was topped off at the height of the bell tower. In 1901, the 
handsome main tower was extended to a height of 185 
feet, complete with a massive gilded cross.
     Stained glass windows have been an integral part of 
St. Mary’s Church since the building was constructed in 
1874–1879. Dennis Collins gifted two windows
(3 x 15 feet) to St. Mary’s, which were placed above the 
main altar. Made of the finest imported stained glass, one 
is the representation of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and 
the other that of the Immaculate Heart of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary. Also installed at this time were a double 
window in the choir loft and six windows opening into 
the stairway and halls leading to the gallery. Members of 
the congregation donated these very fine, stained glass 
windows. It is unclear in the various church history 
publications as to the makeup and design of the sixteen
windows in the nave section of the church at the time of 
the initial construction.  
     In the late 1800s and early 1900s, the heavily burdened 
congregation was indeed in a dire financial condition. 
Their love of God would be put to a severe test. Time and 
necessity occasioned that other improvements be made 
in beautifying the interior of the church. Among these 
were to be new stained glass windows. Passions were 
stirred in the Little Falls Catholic community to emulate 
the Christian spirit which gave to Europe her wonderful 
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