
     This coming April of 2020 

marks the 20th Anniversary  

of the establishment of the  
Preserve Croatian Heritage 

Foundation (ñPCHFò).  It began with 

the initiation by the Pennsylvania  

Department of Transportationôs  

(ñPennDOTò) Route 28/East Ohio 

Street Project.  When a group of  

parishioners of the St. Nicholas Croa-

tian Roman Catholic Church, North 

Side, Preservation Pittsburgh (ñPPò), 

and then pastor of the church, Rever-

ent Grgo Sikiric, became interested in 

the plight of the church and its sur-

rounding neighborhood, PCHF was 

born.  So much has happened since 

the year 2000. 

     In these past 20 years, PCHF has 

experienced many successes along 

with substantial disappointments.  A 

few of our board members have 

passed on, and new members were 

recruited who surprisingly werenôt 

parishioners or even Catholic.  For  

various reasons, many people became 

members of PCHF because they  

desired to join forces with PCHF in 

the effort to work towards saving and 

preserving the first Croatian parish in 

America.  Some admired PCHFôs per-

severance, courage and tenacity to 

fight for a cause that they truly be-

lieved in, and never gave up on, re-

gardless of the obstacles they faced.  

But St. Nickôs parishioners and the 

preservationists are still here, forging 

on to keep the memory alive of  

St. Nicholas Church, North Side. 

     Looking back to 2001, PCHFôs 

first significant accomplishment by 

PCHFôs board members was winning 

the nomination and designation of  

St. Nicholas Church, N.S., as a City 

Historic Structure in the City of Pitts-

burgh by the Historic Review Com-

mission and Pittsburgh City Council. 
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     Saint Nicholas Croatian Roman Catholic Church, 

North Side, had been adorned by three beautiful  

mosaics, one above the front door proudly embla-

zoned with ñFirst Croatian Roman Catholic Church 

in Americaò.  To the left and right of St. Nicholasô front doors 

were two mosaics, one a coat of arms of the USA and one a coat of arms of 

Croatia.  Upon demolition of St. Nicholas Church, N.S., in 2013, those mosaics 

were deliberately removed; however, no one seemed to know where they were 

taken to be stored. 

     Recently Reverend Nicholas Vaskov has been named director of the Catholic 

Shrines in Pittsburgh and had taken residence at the rectory of St. Nicholas 

Church, Millvale.  Kathleen Buric and Susan Petrick of Preserve Croatian 
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Later, PCHF worked towards and met the $1.2 M in pledges that were required by 

Pittsburgh Diocesan officials to save the church building into perpetuity. 

     In 2003, PCHF held a unified Earth Day Event that included a walking tour from 

the St. Nicholas Church, Millvale, along the Norfolk Southern railroad tracks, and 

through the Mala Jaska neighborhood with a docent giving a church/grotto tour.  Sup-

ported by Friends of the Riverfront, walkers also engaged in a litter clean-up along the 

way.  The tour ended with a homemade, Croatian luncheon served in the Saint Nicho-

las Croatian Roman Catholic, N.S., lyceum with beautiful displays of authentic, Croa-

tian artwork and memorabilia.  Despite a continual light rain, hundreds of guests from 

all over the city participated in this tour with umbrellas in hand. 

    After Bishop Donald Wuerl closed St. Nicholas' doors in 2004 and announced that 

the church would no longer be a worship site, he indicated that St. Nicholas could  

become a Shrine and formed a Leadership Committee composed of prominent men in 

the community.  This proved to be fruitless and a tactic designed to divert the attention 

away from abruptly closing St. Nick's doors without ever giving its parishioners the 

respect of a closing Mass.  

     PCHF united with the Croatian American Cultural and Economic Alliance 

(ñCACEAò), who proposed sales agreements to purchase the church.  After waiting 

several months, the Diocesan officials responded to CACEA's attorney with terms of a 

contract that were unreasonable. Their non-negotiable Diocesan contract included for-

bidding distribution of alcoholic beverages in the social hall.  Also, the Bishop could at 

his discretion exercise his right to terminate the agreement and reclaim the title,  

allowing the Diocese to repossess the church buildings in later years at minimal cost to 

the Diocese, even though millions could have been invested in the buildings. These 

unreasonable conditions left CACEA with no other choice but to reject the Diocese's 

conditions.   

     PCHF welcomed a partnership with the Northside Leadership Conference 

(ñNSLCò) in 2009, whose executives worked pro-bono and proposed several offers to 

the Diocese to purchase St. Nicholas Church, N.S., with the intention of turning the 

church into a national immigrant museum.  Two feasibility studies were funded by 

PCHF and performed by reputable companies that proved favorable.  The results of 

those studies found that the church would adapt well in its transition into a museum 

and that the museum and trail could expect to draw 50,000 visitors a year.  

     In response to the Diocesan request to have a geo-technical study performed to 

prove that the church was, in fact, stable and bore no threat to the general public as the 

Diocese had claimed, PCHF board members worked feverishly in just one weekend 

collecting the required funds to meet the Diocesan deadline. But the Diocese received 

a higher offer to purchase the church from the fraudulent Follieri Group, an Italian in-

vestment firm who bought up closed church real estate and had close connections with 

the Vatican.  Even after Follieri's CEO was jailed for fraudulent real estate schemes, 

Bishop Zubik claimed that they had their own geo-tech study done on paper stating 

that St. Nick's Church was a threat to public safety.  Five experts, including an engi-

neer, an architect and a contractor intimately familiar with our church building coun-

tered this opinion, and the city's Historic Review Commission rejected the Diocesan 

study.  No threat to the public was ever identified by the city's Building Inspection De-

partment, city police or PennDOT, and no restrictions on Rt. 28 traffic were instituted 
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to protect the public from the structure even during its demolition.  But Diocesan 

officials never did give the green light for PCHF to have the geo-tech study per-

formed, including a core drilling conducted as they had required. 

     NSLC, PP and PCHF members constantly performed on-site inspections of the 

church and worked continuously boarding up its windows and doors to deter van-

dals and thieves from regularly breaking into the church.  PCHF paid thousands of 

dollars to have one of the onion-domed steeples repaired after its copper was stolen.  

When vandals were caught red-handed in the act of burglarizing the buildings by 

Pittsburgh police, the acting St. Nickôs Millvale pastor refused to prosecute those 

vandals.  PCHFôs offers to install and pay for a security system were also denied. 

     In 2006 when the Route 28/East Ohio Street Project was being finalized, some-

thing amazing happened.  George White, a retired, civil engineer and member of PP 

and Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation proposed Alternative 7 which was 

adopted by PennDOT.  That Alternative moved the highway closer to the railroad 

tracks and saved all of the houses and green hillsides on Troy Hill Road that were 

in jeopardy and alleviated the need to build numerous 60' tall retaining walls ð 

saving millions of tax payersô dollars.  But most importantly, Alternative 7 elimi-

nated the need for PennDOT to demolish St. Nicholas Church, N.S.  

     Despite their claims that the North Side church was a financial strain on the  

St. Nickôs Millvale parish, Diocesan leaders refused all offers to sell the church 

property. Even the Urban Redevelopment Authority's (ñURAò) last ditch offer to 

the Millvale Parish of over $350,000 one week before demolition was rejected -- an 

offer that could have easily saved the Millvale church thousands of dollars in demo-

lition costs. 

     For years, PCHF has continued our St. Nickôs Croatian traditions.  We hosted 

the annual St. Nicholas Day Banquets,  Memorial Day Services, All Souls Day 

Prayer Services at the St. Nickôs Hahn Road Cemetery, Generations Together so-

cials, Candlelight Prayer Services, wine tasting fund-raisers, and held church pic-

nics at the Croatian Center.  We designed a billboard advertising PCHF,  sold logo 

wear with a beautiful, gold embroidered rendition of St. Nickôs Church, sold brass 

ornaments commemorating our churchôs 100th Anniversary, as well as photo post 

cards and note cards depicting the St. Nicholas Church, N.S., the grotto and the St. 

Nicholas Church Historic Site.  We compiled a DVD in 2000 that encompasses nu-

merous photographs of church services/activities and a video portion with Rever-

end Grgo Sikiric, T.O.R., giving testimony of why St. Nicholas Church, N.S., 

should be saved.  We created a church brochure and an amazing website that in-

cludes over 500 church-related photographs. PCHF participated in a National Pres-

ervation Conference, designed and financed the Childrenôs Memorial Cemetery 

Plaque, sang at Crèche scenes in Downtown Pittsburgh, spent months collecting St. 

Nicholas Church, N.S.ôs, artifacts that will be displayed at the Heinz History Cen-

ter; and, most recently located and provided the Croatian Fraternal Union with 

many of our churchôs artifacts to be displayed in their museum for all to admire and 

appreciate.  

     Whether old or young, PCHF members were dedicated and relentless in the  

crusade to save our church and preserve its memory.  But some battles cannot be 

won when the owner, Bishop David Zubik, ultimately chose demolition. 

     But the saga of St. Nicholas Church, N.S., has not ended with a dark cloud ð 

PennDOT executives understood PCHFôs plight well after St. Nickôs was demol-

ished.  They respected the immigrants who built St. Nicholas Church, N.S., and 

what the parish contributed to this city.  PennDOT officials worked with PCHF, PP  




