
A Brief History of St. Edmunds Catholic Church 

 
In early 1948, after it became apparent the mines in the Monarch area would be closing, Rev. Cyril 
Hmelovsky, pastor of St. Thomas parish, Monarch, received permission from the Most Rev. Patrick A. 
McGovern, Bishop of Cheyenne, to proceed in building a chapel in Ranchester. The estimated cost of 
this project was $5,000. According to the history, there were about 128 Catholic souls in the 
Ranchester district, most of whom who had “fallen away or were indifferent to be sure”. The area, 
consisting of three towns and a few farming settlements, included about 200 people and no minister 
of any denomination. 
 
On April 20, 1948, Fr. Hmelovsky, with the Bishop's approval, requested a donation of $4,000 from 
the Extension Society of Chicago, Illinois. The remaining estimated cost of $1,000 was to be raised 
locally. Material was donated or sold at reduced price and labor was volunteer from both the Catholic 
and non-Catholic community. The request for funds was approved in May and with the approval came 
instructions to name the new chapel St. Edmund. The money came from Edmund and Lilly McCarthy 
and Robert P. Henning of Clinton, Iowa. 
 
Land was purchased for $25.00. Father Hmelovsky had much to learn about constructing a church, 
but he had the help of many good townspeople, friends and benefactors from around the county and 
even cities in the east. Father Kezar from Springfield, Massachusetts collected $400.00 for sanctuary 
and sacristy needs. Meetings were held at the Alec Barbula home to organize labor pledges and fund 
raising events, and Bill Redle, attorney from Sheridan drew up deeds, abstracts, and other legal 
papers. The mayor of Ranchester directed the laying out of the property and pipe lines, an engineer 
donated surveying services, and the Town ladder from the jail was used daily during construction 
work. Karl Kukuchka, a veteran, supervised the building construction and Tony Pelesky, Sr., a retired 
contractor, loaned his mixer, trucks and provided all the gravel needed. The plumbing was also 
donated, except for a small fee for the operator when laying the water line. 
 
Even the women and children were involved. The women’s club of Ranchester sent a monetary 
donation. Lunches were always prepared and served for "big" events – roofing, installing of rafters, 
putting in the floors and completing the insulation, and afternoon coffee and cookies were available.  
Two small children came by daily with Mama's brooms to sweep up the area. Social events were held 
by the women to raise money for linens and supplies, and even the wife of a retired minister and her 
friends pitched in to help sew and crochet. 
 
On June 2nd ground was blessed and broken; stakes were set and digging begun. By July floor joists 
were in. The lap siding hadn't arrived in August so they switched to the asbestos shingles.  Amber 
glass for the windows was not obtainable locally and the first shipment of windows arrived broken, so 
there was an additional delay waiting for the second shipment. In November, the sidewalk and steps 
were poured, the partition installed for the sacristy and Father Kimmett and the Sheridan Knights of 
Columbus came out to finish the ceiling. A group from Father Al McBride’s church in Greybull came to 
do firtexing. 
 
There were several delays in construction because of haying season, fishing season and hunting 
season, not to forget the inclement weather season! Father wasn't idle during this time however; he 
visited other churches looking for "leftovers" – left over windows, doors, statutes, etc. Greybull was a 
good source for these items. Mutilated statuary was made usable by a neighbor who just happened to 
do plaster work as a side line, and another artistic neighbor did the touch up painting. 
 



In December they laid the floors, cased the windows and doors, built the communion rail, painted, 
installed linoleum and electricity. The pews, which were ordered from Jap Russell, a local 
cabinetmaker, arrived varnished and installed in time for the first Mass. The church was dedicated, as 
a mission of St. Thomas, on December 19, 1948 by The Most Reverend Hubert N. Newell, Coadjutor 
Bishop of Cheyenne. The following Saturday, which was Christmas, the first Mass was offered for 
parishioners and benefactors, despite the commotion caused by a mongrel dog which happened up 
the aisle as Father was about to say "Thank You".   
 
St. Edmunds has been both an independent parish and a mission church over the years. It was a 
mission church from 1918 until 1954, then became a parish when St. Thomas Church in Monarch 
closed. 
 
St. Thomas Church was built about 1923 in the coal mining town of Carneyville, adjacent to the 
cemetery now seen from Interstate 90. It was a white frame structure and cost approximately $6,000. 
In May of 1923, the church burned down under peculiar circumstances, leaving only the chimney and 
foundation. The second church started in June 1923 on the flatland of nearby Kleenburn.  The first 
Mass Christmas morning and in July 1924, fire again destroyed the new St. Thomas Church, another 
mysterious blaze. Nothing was saved. 
 
The third St. Thomas Church as built in Monarch, a company town of the Sheridan-Wyo Coal 
Company.  At one time Monarch contained 168 dwellings, about 500 people, stores, movie houses 
and schools. This church was built of stone with stained glass windows. The last coal was taken from 
the mine in April 1953 and on May 1; notice was given to residents that they were to vacate the town 
by September 1.  
 
From 1948, when St. Edmunds Church was erected, until 1953, it was a mission church of St. 
Thomas parish and the St. Thomas’s pastor traveled to Ranchester to hold services at St. Edmunds.  
After the closing of St. Thomas Church, St. Edmunds became an independent parish. Rev. Hubert 
Krause moved the parish house to Ranchester in 1954.  The statues were moved to St. Edmunds 
when St. Thomas closed.  The plaque of the Last Supper on the front of the altar at St. Edmunds 
came from St. Thomas. It was donated in 1943 by Mr. and Mrs. Art Perry, in memory of their son Art 
Jr., who was killed in action during World War II. In March 1978, it was installed in the altar at St. 
Edmund.  The bell was moved in the mid 1970s. The property in Monarch is now part of the Padlock 
Ranch. The Church, now a private residence, stands in a pasture, surrounded by cattle, is still visible 
from Highway 90, a reminder of our past. 
 
St. Edmunds remained a parish until 1971 when it became a mission of Holy Name Church, 
Sheridan. In 1980, Rev. Bartholomew Svete was assigned to St. Edmund. In 1981, St. Edmunds 
again became a parish. Fr. Svete established the Parish Council and Finance Committee. With his 
departure in 1983, St. Edmund reverted to its mission status, which it retains to this date. 
 

Since then many hands have helped and continue to help take care of the church property and we 
continue to work towards the goal of building a new church for all of the Tongue River Valley 
Community to benefit from. St. Edmunds is a beautiful, humble parish full of welcoming and caring 
parishioners. We are so thankful for your care and support of our community at large and for your 
continued prayers and work towards serving St. Edmunds. 
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