
Our History 

Parish center: A dream comes true for parish in the 1980s 

The ground-breaking for St. Bernard’s new parish center was held on July 15, 1984. The event included 
from left to right: Christin Amans, who represented the parish youth; Cathy Rowley, parish trustee; John 
Russert, parish council president; Larry Breunig, chairman of the parish building committee; Douglas 
Brown, construction manager from the Oscar J. Boldt Construction company; Marvin Ganser, chairman of 
the parish finance committee; Rollie Williamson, architect with Bowen William Zimmermann Architects 
and Angela Amans. 

By Ellen G. Krenke 

     As St. Bernard Parish grew, 
the need for a larger gathering 
place was highlighted during 
every parish function. 

     “It was very hard to work in 
the basement kitchen, but we 
had a group of four to five 
women who could put out a 
funeral dinner like you would-
n’t believe,” said Tom Theis of 
our maintenance staff. “They 
made dinner with one stove, no 
microwave and no dishwasher.  

     “There wasn’t a lot of space, 
but we still had a Palm Sunday 
dinner down there and our spa-
ghetti dinner down there.  

     “They would spend all day 
making meatballs, and they 
used the boiler room to do 
dishes and heat up the sauce.  

     “It was a lot of work, but I 
never heard a complaint. They 
did an excellent job. The base-
ment was unique in its way, but 
we didn’t know any different.”  

     Donna (Maly) Cushman, a 
long-time parishioner who or-
ganized many of the meals  at 
St. Bernard, said the old kitch-
en was challenging.  

     “We never could have done 
it without everyone working 
together,” she said. “When you 
were washing the dishes ... you 
really got to know your fellow 
parishioners!”  

     The number of families in 
the parish in 1950 was 350, in 
1984 the parish consisted of 
about 1,100 families, 1,500 
memberships and about 4,000 
total members, said Fr. Joseph 
“Pat” Higgins, the pastor here 
from 1981-2002.  

     “The rapid growth of St. 
Bernard’s Parish family during 
the past decade and more, 
moved the parish council to 
initiate plans for a center some 
years ago,” according to a press 
release from the parish. “The 
present kitchen and hall in the 
school building were not ade-
quate for parish needs.”  

     The building of a parish 
center had been a topic of dis-
cussion in the parish since 
1976, and using the space be-

tween the religious education 
building and the church was 
considered, according to the 
parish history.  

     “The parish center has 
been a dream and a need of 
the parish for many years,” 
Higgins told the Middleton 
Times-Tribune. “Back in 
1948, when the school was 
built, the parish wanted to 
build a dining rooms and a 
kitchen in the school, but at 
that time there wasn’t enough 
money and the needed facili-
ties were never built.  

     In the fall of 1983, the 
issue was again considered by 
the Finance and Property 
Commission.  

     The Property Commission 
created a building sub-
committee with Lawrence 
Breunig as chairman; Fr. Hig-
gins, pastor; Douglas Brown 
(the construction supervisor 
from the Oscar Boldt Compa-
ny); Delores Acker; John 
Beuchner; Russell Hilde-
brandt; Mickey Nelson and 
Gene Zander.  

     In September, the sub-
committee sent a survey to 
the potential users of the pro-
posed center, including the 

Council of Catholic Women, 
Holy Name Society, Knights 
of Columbus, the parish staff, 
the 5-0 Club and the funeral 
dinner group. 

     One group wanted to 
know: “Will there still be 
burners to make our tomato 
sauce? We still need a heavy 
duty stove. Cooler space is 
needed for the tomato sauce 
and for the meat balls.” 

     After studying the results 
of their survey, the building 
sub-committee determined 
that a building of about 9,000 
square feet would fulfill the 
needs now and in the future, 
according to parish records. 

     “We wanted to maintain 
the same appearance of the 
school and we didn’t want to 
detract from the church by 
making the center too large,” 
Higgins said. “What the com-
mittee came up with, there-
fore, was a building that fit 
attractively between the 
school and the church facing 
University Avenue with an 
enclosed walkway that con-
nected the school the church 
and the center.”  

     A valuable piece of prop-
erty had been inherited from 
the Lampe estate and parish-

ioners were responding well to 
“God’s Plan for Church Sup-
port,” so the parish council 
gave its approval on July 12, 
1984 and a ground-breaking 
ceremony was held three days 
later.  

     Permission to build was also 
granted by Bishop Cletus 
O’Donnell of the Diocese of 
Madison. 

     The architectural firm of 
Bowen Williamson and Zim-
merman of Madison designed 
the building, which was fin-
ished in January 1985. 

     To celebrate, the parish held 
a dance on Saturday, March 16, 
1985 and a blessing and recep-
tion after the noon Mass the 
next day. 

     The original estimate for 
construction was $612,000, the 
original bid was $597,921, but 
the actual cost was $650,919, 
according to our parish council 
minutes from March 21, 1985. 

     The cost of the new parish 
center increased because of 
some add-ons, but because of 
the size of the parish and the 
improved economy “the parish 
felt that it could finally afford 
the center at this point in its 
history,” Higgins told the 
Times-Tribune. 



Above photos: Construction on the new parish center took six months. 
Below photo: Fr. Higgins speaks during the dedication of the new par-
ish center as Bishop Cletus O’Donnell of the Diocese of Madison and 
Msgr. Ferdinand Mack, the first pastor of St. Bernard, look on. 

‘We need a place to celebrate’ 
PARISH from page 4 

     The building consists of 
9,600 square feet, and the main 
dining room seats 400 persons.     

     A meeting room that can be 
closed off with a curtain wall 
or exposed to present a stage 
for bands is another feature of 
the building.  

     The restroom, bride’s room 
and huge kitchen completed 
the structure. 

     “Now the first-class, fully 
equipped and modern parish 
center is a reality and the la-
dies of the parish who have 
waited for over 40 years final-
ly have a decent kitchen,” said 
Higgins. 

     “We can now provide facil-
ities for both a funeral dinner 
and another function if we 
need to because we still have 
the school hall which has a 
small kitchen to use as back 
up.” 

     The first major event to be 
held in the center was the an-
nual spaghetti dinner in Janu-
ary 1985.  

     “It made it a lot easier, be-
cause everything was on one 
level,” said Cushman.  

     Since that time, the parish 
center has been used for the 
annual Palm Sunday dinners, 
wedding and wedding anniver-
sary receptions, funeral dinner, 
week day Masses, RE, Five-O 
meetings and many other din-
ner, meetings and celebrations.  

     “It has been the center of 
parish life and an asset to the 
community,” according to the 
parish history. 

     Along with the construction 
of the new center, the parish 

also landscaped and redevel-
oped the parking lot, which 
now provides 170 parking 
spots.  

     “In the life of a parish it is 
not enough to celebrate Mass 
together, but we need to cele-
brate in a social way,” Hig-
gins said in the press release.  

     “We need to tell each 
other that we care for one 
another, that we want to 
know each other and help 
each other. 

     “St. Bernard’s is a large 
and sometimes impersonal 
parish. I hope this new build-
ing will help bring us all 
closer together.  

     “We are sisters and broth-
ers in the Lord. We need a 
place to celebrate that fact.” 


