
Our History 

First Catholic Mass in Middleton celebrated in schoolhouse 

In the ‘first’ place: Milestones in the history of St. Bernard 
     Here is a collection of “firsts” compiled 
from the 100-year history of St. Bernard 
Parish written by Lorena Gordon in 1988. 
     In Middleton, the first Mass was held 
by Fr. Mathias M. Gerend in the first pub-
lic high school. (See story above.) 
     The first Communion class was held in 
the high school on May 12, 1889. It in-
cluded Emily Clark, James Dumphy, Lena 
Dufrenne Hilgers, Nellie Ryan, Lizzie 
Schneider and Frances Stricker Van Edig. 
     The parish was incorporated on May 
24, 1889. 
     The cornerstone of the first church was 
laid July 14, 1889, and the dedication was 
held on Nov. 28, 1889.  
     On March 26, 1890, Martin Phillip 
Schneider, the son of Phillip Schneider 
and Anna DuFrenne, was the first baby 
born in the parish. He was baptized three 
days after his birth. 
     The first Confirmation to be recorded 
in Middleton took place in 1899. The two 
candidates were Francis Stricker and 
Thomas Cullen.  
     The first person to be buried in St. Ber-
nard Cemetery was Fred W. DuFrenne, 
the parish secretary, who died on July 18, 
1892 at the age of 57. 

     It was between 1910 and 1915 that 
English was first introduced into the 
church.  
     While the Mass was in Latin, the read-
ings were done in German.  
     After this point in time, they were 
read in both German and English. 
     In 1916, seats in the church were pro-
vided for individual families.  
     Until this time, the women and girls 
sat on one side of the aisle and the men 
and boys on the other. 
     In 1921, it was announced in the Mid-
dleton Times Herald that Mass would be 
followed by instruction for the children.  
     On June 22, 1940, Rev. Ferdinand A. 
Mack was named the first resident pastor 
in Middleton. He celebrated his first 
Mass at St. Bernard on the same day. 
     In September of 1946, the doors of St. 
Bernard School were opened in the 
church hall for the first time to 85 chil-
dren in kindergarten through third grade. 
     Sisters Mary Florian and Jane 
Frances, both members of St. Francis of 
Assisi Convent in St. Francis, Wis., were 
the first teachers.  
     In 1949, members of the Holy Name, 
Christian Mothers, Altar Society and the 

Young Ladies Sodality published their 
first cookbook. (If anyone has a copy of 
the 1949 cookbook, please contact the 
parish office!) 
     The first Mass in the new church took 
place on Holy Thursday, March 26, 1959.  
     The first parish council was elected and 
organized on March 1, 1970. It was made 
up of 15 members. 
     In 1975, Sister Jane Frances was hired 
as the first Parish Visitor.  
     She welcomed newcomers to the par-
ish, visited the sick and worked with sen-
ior citizens of the parish. 
     The first spaghetti dinner was held in 
the parish center in January 1985. 
     On Aug. 20, 1988, the feast day of our 
patron, St. Bernard, the parish held a cen-
tennial celebration. 
     The first 100 years of the parish were 
eventful as “one of the fastest growing 
parishes in the diocese,” according to Gor-
don’s history. 
     And the next 100 years promise more 
of the same. 
 
 
 
 

By Ellen G. Krenke 
     The first Catholic Mass celebrated in 
Middleton was not held in a church. 
     It was held in a school. 
     According to the 100-year history of St. 
Bernard Parish written by Lorena Gordon 
in 1988, Fr. Mathias M. Gerend celebrated 
the first Mass on March 31, 1889 in the 
village’s first public high school. 
     The school was built in 1878 at 7739 
Terrace Avenue, located at the corner of 
Terrace Avenue and what was Verona 
Street (now High Point Road). 
     In 1903, when Middleton built a new 
high school at the corner of Middleton and 
Franklin Streets, the former high school 
became a private home for the Shellhorn 
family. 
     Since then, the structure has been de-
clared a Historic Middleton Landmark, and 
it now operates as Little Red Pre-School. 
     According to the parish history, the first 
settlers in Middleton were nearly all from 
New England with very few Catholics 
among them.  
     An influx of German Catholic immi-
grants arrived after 1880. 
     “People would leave home at two 
o’clock in the morning and walk the seven, 
ten or more miles to the nearest church to 
attend Mass … on Sundays or Holydays,” 
wrote Gordon. “Priests travelled long dis-
tances, mostly on foot, to say Mass once a 
month in each parish.” 

     Fr. Gerend, who was pastor of St. 
Mary of the Lake in Westport, began to 
organize a parish for about a dozen fami-
lies in Middleton in 1888.  
     Immediately following the first Mass, 
the first meeting of the parish was held.  
     At the meeting, F.W. Dufrenne, Jacob 
Stricker, John Walsh, Walter Whalen, 
John Clark, and Bernard Gruetter were 

elected to a committee to select a site on 
which to build a church. 
     The site chosen became the present site 
of St. Bernard Church at the corner of Par-
menter and Whittlesey streets (now Uni-
versity Avenue). 
     Four short months after the first Mass 
was held in Middleton, a cornerstone was 
laid for a new church on July 14, 1889. 
     Another four months later, the dedica-
tion of the new church was held on Nov. 
28, 1889. 
     It was also about this time that Fr. Ger-
end was called to St. Francis, Wis., to 
serve as rector of Pio Nono College. 
     Like many of the early missionaries, he 
continued to serve the Middleton commu-
nity from Milwaukee by train.  
     Most of the time, Fr. Gerend was only 
able to visit once a month.  
     He would put notices in the Middleton 
Times Herald giving the date and time of 
the next church service at St. Bernard. 
     According to the “History of the Catho-
lic Church in Wisconsin,” the congregation 
consisted of only about 15 families, but it 
“is entirely out of debt, although having to 
its credit, a handsome and well-equipped 
church and a large and well-kept ceme-
tery.” 

The building that now houses Little Red 
Pre-School is the site of the first Catho-
lic Mass in Middleton.  


