


ST IGNATIUS HISTORY
Elsie Robinson, in a 1914 national column for the Hearst papers, wrote: 

 I look across a deep valley and other hills to one which tops them all and 
there, tall and gleaming in beauty, rise the spires of St. Ignatius ….  a symbol of all 

that is best and bravest in the city life. 

Before they were built the hill on which they stand was merely sand dunes … {as} 
the city began to spread, and the vision of men spread with it. And out of that 

vision came these lovely spires. 

When the great storms sweep out of the Pacific, darkening the town, or the fog 
veils the valley in blue mist, I like to look toward those gleaming spires which seem 

to float in another world. 

ST. IGNATIUS TOWERS OVER THE BAY, THE GOLDEN GATE, AND THE 
PACIFIC  -- WITH TWIN SPIRES THAT INSPIRE AND ASPIRE. 

ST. IGNATIUS CHURCH – THE HEART OF THE SAN FRANCISCO 



• History of St. Ignatius Church - Peter M Devine   2020



ASPIRE TO INSPIRE





OREGONIAN 49er JESUITS ARRIVE IN SAN FRANCISCO ON FEAST OF IMMACULATE 
CONCEPTION 1849



SAN FRANCISCO 1849



SAN FRANCISCO 1855



1st ST IGNATIUS “OFF THE MAP” IN THE 
SAND DUNES OF ST ANN’S VALLEY 



JULY 15, 1855 “TEMPORARY” WOODEN CHURCH

In 1855, Fr. Anthony Maraschi purchased a sand dune 
at Market and Fourth street on the western outskirts of 
town from Thomas Larkin for $11,500. The wood-framed 
church and single classroom building cost $4,000.  The 
church soon filled, but only three students enrolled the 
first day of classes.  However, the Jesuit’s reputation as 
outstanding preachers and scholars soon necessitated 
expanding the church and the school. 

1ST ST IGNATIUS CHURCH



Sand Dune SI 1855



FR. MARASCHI 



SHRINE TO FR MARASCHI 
ADJOINING THE BELL TOWER



2nd ST IGNATIUS  
JUNE 30, 1863 POPULARITY UN-PARISHES NEW SI

In 1862, Father Maraschi purchased the adjacent sand 
dunes and commissioned a 500- seat brick church; he 
also built a two story classroom building for the expanding 
elementary, high school and college divisions. Tuition: $ 3 
for the middle school preparatory, $5 for high school, $8 in  
“high” collegiate classes. Enrollment had grown to 550 
students in only eight years.  Popularity did come at a 
price: Archbishop Alemany removed St. Ignatius’ Parish 
status –– and remained “unparished” until 1994.





SAN FRANCISCO ca 1860



MEMORIAL TO ORIGINAL ST IGNATIUS - FROM 
THE EMPORIUM TO BLOOMINDALE’S 







MARASCHI’S  BELL 
• While walking one day, Father Maraschi discovered the 

largest bell he had ever seen — in fact, is was the 
largest bell manufactured up that time.  Since the SF 
Volunteer Fire Department could not pay for it, he 
haggled with the ship owner who would gladly sell 
rather than pay the shipping costs to return it to the 
factory in England — so SI went another $1300 in 
debt. This bell has served in all 5 ST churches. 



3rd ST. IGNATIUS CHURCH

                              FEBRUARY 1, 1880 
         A BASILICA FITTING FOR A JESUIT COLLEGE

By 1880 St. Ignatius had outgrown its original site; 
congregations spilled into the aisles at hourly Sunday Masses, 
and enrollments topped 700. However, the major reason for 
the move was growing property taxes on the Market Street 
“sand dune” now at center of the City. So the Jesuits again 
selected another sand dune site on the western outskirts of 
town at Hayes and Van Ness (current site of Davies Symphony 
Hall). The crown jewel of the campus was a 2200 seat “temple 
worthy of divine worship,” the largest basilica west of 
Chicago.







1880 HAYES & VAN NESS







Memorial Mass for Pope Leo 



April 18, 1906
EARTHQUAKE CAUSES LIMITED DAMAGE



HAM & EGGS FIRE 1906

The Ham and Eggs Hayes Valley Fire consumes St. Ignatius 
Church & College. Father Whittle, Jesuit superior, wrote:  “What had 
taken a half century to build up, to equip, now lay in ashes.” 

“Fire broke out on the westerly tower of our church, and this we 
extinguished. Then fire broke out on the Easterly tower of our church; 
this, too, was extinguished; later it broke out in the same tower in a 
spot which could not be reached without hose and water neither of 
which could be obtained; at the same time, the easterly tower and 
the bell tower took fire. The firemen in the tower and our own people 
then concluded that it was impossible to stop the fire and gave their 
attention to carrying out the sacred vestments from the church.”



Crowds watch SI Church Towers burn 



Burying School records, saving statues & chalices



Hayes Valley Fire meets 
Market Street Fire 



Earth Shook, Sky Burned



ST IGNATIUS IS NO MORE



SHIRT FACTORY CHURCH
Sept 15, 1906 TEMPORARY CHURCH OPENS IN 5 

MONTHS

A temporary church opened before the classroom building 
affectionately known as the Shirt Factory for its hasty and 
haphazard construction.  After the complete destruction of 
their magnificent basilica, they discovered a temporary sand 
lot – on the western outskirts of town – for their temporary 
campus. The Jesuits once again had great real estate instincts 
– the western addition would eventually become the 
geographical center of the City. Now they searched for a final 
site for the fifth (current) St. Ignatius Church.



4th ST IGNATIUS CHURCH





Church doubles as Assembly Hall 



CASTING OF LOTS 

• ITALIAN JESUITS WANTED TO REBUILT BIGGER AND 
BETTER ON VAN NESS

• FR. FREIDAN WANTED TO BUILD ON THE HILL ABOVE 
THE SHIRT FACTORY NOW KENDRICK  LAW SCHOOL

• THE ALUMNI LED BY ARCHITECTS AND ENGINEER 
JOHN POPE WANTED TO BUILD ON THE HILLTOP

• 2 YEAR DISCERNMENT PROCESS — ALUMNI WON 



1910 GROUND-BREAKING, CORNERSTONE PLACED

After a 3-year search and much bargaining with 
landowners, they found a suitable site for a new St. 
Ignatius -- a western hilltop overlooking San Francisco 
Bay, the Golden Gate, and the Pacific Ocean. The hilltop 
eventually became known as Ignatian Heights. The Jesuits 
went into major debt in order to secure the land and 
commence construction. The Jesuit community decided 
they would do without a residence and would sleep in the 
classrooms so the church could be completed. They did 
this for 17 years until Bertha Welch donated Welch Hall, 
adjacent to the church on the east. 



Mystery of the Land Deal 



Dec. 6, 1910 -SF Chronicle :  John Freeman source of this discovery

The Jesuits had supposedly done preliminary work, hired the 
architects, etc. to build on the Fulton, Grove, Schrader & Cole parcel, 
but it seems there was some talk of a sanitarium to be erected near 
by.

Suddenly, on December 6, 1910, there is a newspaper announcement 
that the Jesuits stuck a deal with the property owners for the current 
site of SI church, and the adjoining college on Parker & Fulton. 
Owners were Dr. John Gallagher (looks like he owned the parcel 
facing Fulton St.), while Paul Fay owned a parcel on Parker. The 
article says there was a monetary transaction, but indicated Fay may 
have have discounted it. Fay would have to move existing property 
on Parker: “a row of" three story flats, across to McAllister St. I 
suspect Fay, if he moved any of them, left one which served as a 
Jesuit residence, just about where the campus entry is today between 
the SI nave and the Fromm Hall steps and would have been torn down 
in ’57 or ’58, in preparation for the new facility residence. 



HILLTOP LOT BLESSED



1880 CORNERSTONE IN THE 
BASE OF THE BELL TOWER





CHURCH THAT INSPIRES 
1st All Steel Church Structure





• CORNERSTONE FOR 5TH ST IGNATIUS CHURCH

New Cornerstone on Parker 
Avenue 1910





Completed Church 1914







August 2, 1914 
DEDICATION OF THE UNPAINTED & UNDECORATED CHURCH
The church celebrated its first Mass using the original vestments 
from the pre-earthquake church and the few saved candelabra, but 
with no pulpit, no statues, no shrines, no stained-glass windows, 
no side altars – the money ran out. The church was hardly 
completed.  Only the paintings for the stations of the church 
adorned the unpainted plaster. 

In fact, the plaster remained unpainted for 48 years, the “temporary 
wooden altar” lasted for 35 years, and there were no stained-glass 
windows until 1937. The insurance and property sale on Van Ness 
did not provide the expected funds, so the Jesuits acquired an 
$800,000-plus debt (today equivalent $13 million). Building St. 
Ignatius Church proved to be a true Act of Faith on the Jesuit’s 
part.



1925 Church & Welch Hall



1917 FLU EPIDEMIC - OUTDOOR MASS



STATIONS OF THE CROSS 1914



Stations of the Cross only Decorations in 1914



                      1918-1924 
    “SAVE ST. IGNATIUS” CAMPAIGN

Despite the generosity of a generation of graduates and 
congregants, World War I strained the national economy.  
Enrollments were affected, tuitions decreased, and the debt 
rose. The Jesuits struggled to pay the monthly interest rate on a 
debt that now reached over 1 million dollars.  The banks 
threatened foreclosure.  Archbishop Riordan of San Francisco 
joined with the Alumni to start a campaign in each and every 
parish church -- a campaign to “save Saint Ignatius Church.” The 
generosity of parishioners from all over the Archdiocese and the 
generosity of alumni saved the church “with the spires that 
inspire.”  The Archbishop called the church a symbol for the city 
rising from the ashes that demonstrated the human spirit to 
aspire to new life.  



1930 75TH JUBILEE





1924 Side Altars 
MARY & JOSEPH ALTARS

The college and high school staged an inspirational 
play called the Pageant of Youth, which attracted several 
thousands of audience members, to raise funds to 
reduce the debt. Once the debt was down to a 
manageable $100,000, several donors proposed to build 
the two side altars from the original design. However, 
the need for academic buildings and scholarships took 
precedence, so the church itself remained plain white 
plaster, a reminder of unfinished work.



Mary’s Altar 



St Joseph’s Altar



JAMES LEE DONATES HIGH PULPIT 
FOR SPIRITUAL EXERCISES MISSIONS

Jesuit preachers were famous all over the Bay Area 
for delivering not only excellent Sunday homilies, but 
also Reflections on the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius, 
called Missions. James Lee’s donation allowed for a 
preacher to speak without amplification and be heard 
throughout the church, the wooden “ceiling” of the 
high pulpit acting as a sounding board. The Jesuits 
introduced the Good Friday Three Hours, and now the 
church was packed for the entire Holy Week Services.



                  DECEMBER 31, 1931
FIREFIGHTERS SAVE ST IGNATIUS CHURCH  

Right after New Year’s Eve “Te Deum” services, a fire 
broke out above the suspended ceiling. San 
Francisco’s finest responded quickly and managed to 
break a hole through the ceiling by the old choir loft. 
They extinguished the fire and saved the church, but 
not without loss of life. One of the ceiling panels gave 
way, and Florence Scannell and William Taylor fell 40 
feet. Scannell died of his injuries. Joseph Cronan 
donated funds for the repairs and a memorial plaque 
by St. Joseph’s altar to honor Scannell and the  
firefighters who saved St. Ignatius Church. 



1ST STAINED-GLASS WINDOW, 
ONGOING PROJECT FOR 24 YEARS

Hardold Wilberton Cumming Studios’ 
stained-glass window designer Willemina 
Ogterop, the first woman to join the Glasziers 
and Glass Workers Union of San Francisco, 
designs the first of the stained glass windows.  
For the next 24 years she and the Cumming 
Studio artists design the remaining stained 
glass windows as individual donors come forth 
to complete the project. 









1949-1952 MARBLE ALTAR, SANCTUARY, 
BALDACCHINO, ALTAR RAILINGS

When the church opened, the wooden altar 
from the temporary church on Shrader
street was installed on an unfinished wooden 
sanctuary floor. The marble floor, high altar, 
and tabernacle was commissioned with a 
generous donation from Mr. and Mrs. Charles 
Harney. The architectural surprise was the 
wooden baldacchino to match the sanctuary 
doors. The entire project was completed in 
1952 with the installation of the marble altar 
railings.



                BUCKET BRIGADE
PARTIAL  ROOF & MASONRY REPAIR

After 40 years of congregants distributing buckets throughout 
the church to catch the rain fall, the rust stains on the unpainted 
plaster indicated damage to the church’s steel structure. Without 
funds to completely replace the roof, It was necessary to fix the 
rust jackets around the framing, which involved major masonry 
repair on the cornices and the dome. It was also necessary to 
install new drainage under the old roof to protect the integrity of 
the church structure. That “original innovative” iron metal roof” 
did not “last a lifetime” after all.  Still there were no funds left 
over to paint over the stains, so those stains remained for 
another 10 years. Sadly, the flower pots to catch rain water soon 
reappeared through the late 1950s -- congregants knew which 
pews to avoid  during rainstorms.  



                            1962-64
      GOLDEN JUBILEE DECORATIONS
           JEBBIE OPERA HOUSE  

1962 Father Charles Dullea commissioned designers 
to complete the original interior decoration of the church 
for the Golden Jubilee. This project, affectionately 
nicknamed Father Dullea’s Fox Theatre and/or The 
Jebbie Opera House, was completed in time for the 
Golden Jubilee Mass -- 49 years after the original 
architect envisioned the design for the interior. Finally, 
all of the stained glass windows, the shrines, the side 
altars, and the gold leaf flourishes were completed. Even 
a statue of St. Ignatius finally took its place on the niche 
above the main entrance. More repairs were made to the 
roof to protect the interior design.  









STATUE OF ST IGNATIUS FINALLY  
TAKES ITS PLACE IN 1964



Murder in the Cathedral



1971 Murder in the Cathedral



LIGHTING THE LANDMARK 

Pacific Gas and Electric Company approached Father Charles 
Gagan, prefect of the Church, with an unusual proposition. The 
company considered St. Ignatius Church a major City landmark 
– they cited the twin spires at the heart of the City as a beacon of 
hope after the earthquake and fire and represented the “heart” 
of San Francisco. They proposed to design and assume the full 
cost for an external lighting system for the entire building, not 
just the twin spires, so that St. Ignatius would standout against 
the night sky along with the Golden Gate Bridge.  Ironically, 
shortly after the “lighting” ceremony, the City experienced the 
Loma Prieta earthquake – once power was restored, St. Ignatius 
Church once again signaled “all safe” to the City.  Well designed 
and constructed, St. Ignatius suffered very minor damage and 
was packed Sunday as always.







                    NEW PARISH:   
      NEW ROOF, NEW CARPETS, NEW SPIRIT 

In 1994 the Archbishop designates St. Ignatius a 
parish; the Jesuit Provincial names Father Charles 
Gagan, long-time San Francisco native, as the third 
pastor in the church’s history.  He immediately began a 
campaign to replace the roof and fix the dome and 
cupola; he also commissions new carpeting and 
flooring for the aisles.  Major repairs were also needed 
in the electrical and heating services.  With the costly 
addition of staff for the social outreach, educational, 
and sacramental programs, fund-raising does not 
satisfy the need for an endowment to maintain the 
church and repairs. 



SI & USF Graduations



2014 CENTENNIAL CELEBRATION 

Father Greg Bonfiglio and Father Charles 
Gagan, SI’s living pastors, celebrated the 
centennial of St. Ignatius Church with 
parishioners, graduates of SI and USF, and Jesuits 
from the California Province. The Shrines of 
Francis Xavier and Ignatius Loyola in back of the 
church were refurbished, the Guadalupe and 
Ignatius shrines were completed, and many minor 
repairs and improvements were completed. Most 
important of all, a master plan to maintain and 
protect the church was commissioned. 





CHRISTMAS SPECTACULAR




