
Our History: The belles of St. Bernard 

Sisters of St. Francis of Assisi touch lives of parish families 
By Ellen G. Krenke 

     In September of 1946, the doors of St. 
Bernard School were opened in the church 
hall for the first time to 85 children in kin-
dergarten through third grade. 

     “My first goal was to have a parish 
school,” wrote Fr. Mack on the occasion 
of his 65th anniversary in the priesthood.  

     Sisters Mary Florian and Jane Frances, 
members of St. Francis of Assisi Convent 
in St. Francis, Wis., were the first teachers 
at St. Bernard. 

     The roots of the Sisters of St. Francis of 
Assisi go back to 1849 when Archbishop 
J. Martin Henni, convinced a small group 
of lay third-order Franciscans to emigrate 
from Bavaria to Milwaukee to serve as 
missionaries to the growing number of 
German immigrants.   

     In the 1870s, they shifted their primary 
ministry to teaching and worked in schools 
across the country, including St. Bernard. 

     In her notes from the first few months 
of school, Sr. Florian suggested that the 
teachers help the children to cross the 
“busy highway” (University Avenue); 
debates the appropriate age for kindergar-
ten and decides that the Christmas gift 
exchange should include gifts “not more 
than 10 cents.” 

     As the weather cooled off, the men of 
the parish installed hooks around the out-
side wall, so the children would have a 
place to hang their coats, and Sr. Florian 
used the wooden boxes and crates the chil-
dren had brought for their classroom pro-
jects as shelves for their boots.  

     An increase in enrollment to 107 in 
August of 1947 necessitated a temporary 
solution to the space problem. About 100 
men of the parish, under the direction of 
Math Simon, worked from dusk to dawn to 
construct a one-room schoolhouse, also 
known as the “chicken coop.” 

     With a total of 147 pupils from kinder-
garten through fifth grade in 1948, four 
sisters and Sr. Celine, who was the first 
music teacher, were very busy. Sr. Justine 
Peters took over as the Sister Superior. 

     That same year, the parish purchased a 
house on University Avenue to be used as 
a convent by the sisters for $12,000.  

     Until this time, the sisters had stayed 
with parish families and lived in rented 
apartments.  

     When they returned from Milwaukee in 
the fall of 1950, they were surprised by 
their new home. 

     In a letter dated Oct. 8, the sisters 
wrote: “When we left for Milwaukee in 
June, we had a vague dream of some reno-
vation being planned for our home. When    

we returned this fall we were speechless 
at the magical transformation that had 
taken place during our absence.      

     “So it is with full hearts that we say a 
humble and prayerful thank-you to all 
who have helped to make our convent-
home more convenient, comfortable, and 
beautiful. Our only hope of repaying you 
in some small way is by our constant 
prayers for you and yours, and a renewed 
zeal in working among you.” 

     Four years later, a chapel and furnish-
ings, including a television, were added 
to the convent. 

     Meanwhile, work on a permanent 
school had begun. Bishop William P. 
O’Connor blessed the cornerstone on 
Dec. 8, 1948.  

     When the doors of the new school 
opened in September of 1949, there was 
a total of 263 children in eight grades.  

     They were taught by five sisters and 
one lay teacher in six rooms, including: 
Sr. Jane Frances, who taught first grade; 
Sr. Rose Anthony with second grade; 
Rita Cavanaugh with third grade; Sr. 
Olga with fourth grade; Sr. Virgine with 
fifth and sixth grades and Sr. Justine, the 
superior, with seventh and eighth grades. 

     Fr. Mack reminded the sisters that 
about 100 of the students had never been 
in a Catholic school before, so they were 
a novelty to them.       

     By the fall of 1951, the parish popula-
tion totaled 1,433 people. There were 638 
children in the parish under 16 years of 
age, and 298 of them attended St. Ber-
nard School.  

     Seven sisters were listed as teachers at 
St. Bernard, including: Sr. Jane Frances, 
first grade; Sr. Rose Anthony, second 
grade, Sr. Rose Angela, third grade, Sr. 
Mary Canisius, fourth grade; Sr. Olga, 
seventh grade and Sr. Philip, eighth grade 
and mother superior.  

     In 1952, the sisters remained in place, 
except for Sr. Rose Angela who took 
over the fifth grade, Sr. Virgine, who 
returned to teach sixth grade and Sr. 

Georgiella with music. 

     “As a reminder, Father said that we, as 
teachers, should strive to inculcate in our 
pupils’ honesty in school, obedience, and 
respect for all in authority,” Sr. Philip 
wrote on Nov. 10, 1952. 

     For the next several years, the school 
continued to grow and the children contin-
ued to flourish under the sisters’ watchful 
eyes. 

     In 1959, the sisters led the students in 
the construction of the mosaic for the 
church sanctuary.  

     While bids on the cost of the mural 
ranged from $25-60,000, the children and 
their teachers completed the work at a cost 
of $7,000 in about five months.  

     “Finally, the enthusiasm, trust, confi-
dence, faith, hope and love of the School 
Sisters of St. Francis of Assisi illuminated 
classroom, hall, home and playground 
when with humility they accepted the chal-
lenge to direct the children,” wrote Fr. 
Mack. 

     Also in the new church, the Sisters of 
St. Francis of Assisi are depicted in the 
east stained glass window as they appeared 
at the time it was made, doing the work of 
mind, heart and hands.  

     In 1961, Sr. Jane Frances, who taught 
at St. Bernard for 15 years serving as the 
principal for the last six, left to teach at 
Cardinal Stritch College in Milwaukee. 

     Sr. Marita took over as the principal of 
St. Bernard school.  

     “If education is to be effective at all, it 
is necessary that the teaching profession be 
respected that teacher be regarded as first 
citizens, and that the same confidence and 
trust be place in the teacher’s decision that 
is placed in the word of a doctor – both 
experts in their fields,” she said. 

     “I was in second grade in 1963, and 
Sister Theonita was my teacher! I loved 
her all to crazy!” wrote Jeannie Ammirati, 
when a photo of the sisters was posted on 
the St. Bernard Facebook page. “She made 
me feel special! I loved my days at St. 
Bernard's!”  

     In 1970, Sr. Jane Frances was the only 
sister still teaching at the school.  

     Because of the problem of obtaining 
lay teachers, a lack of teaching sisters and 
the rising cost of maintaining a Catholic 
school, the school was not reopened in the 
fall of 1974. 

     “The Sisters of St. Francis of Assisi 
have had a great influence on their com-
munity over the years,” according to the 
parish history.       

 



Top left: From 1949, Sr. Jane Frances, Sr. Rose Anthony, Sr. Olga, Sr. Virgine and Sr. 
Justine. Top right: The Sisters of St. Francis of Assisi are honored in St. Bernard’s 
stained glass. Middle left: Franciscan Sisters who taught at St. Bernard School were 
among the guests at the centennial celebration held here at St. Bernard in 1989. Pic-
tured here from left to right are: Sr. Joyce Schladweiler, 1963-64; Sr. Kathryn Fischer, 
known as Sr. M. Florian, who opened the school as teacher in 1948-49; Sr. Renee Cos-
tanzo, known as Sr. Marie De Lourdes, who taught from 1957-58; and Sr. Margaret 
Kohnen, known as Sr. Theonita, who taught from 1959-1963. Middle right: Sr. Helen 
Marie helps the students with the mosaic for the church’s sanctuary. Bottom left: Sr. 
Jane Frances receives a warm send-off from parishioners in 1961. Bottom right: Three 
sisters helped students and adults to clean out the old church before it was razed in 
1958. The top enrollment at St. Bernard reached 380 pupils in eight grades. 


