
Our History 
Fr. Mack asks: ‘Where will the home be for the priest?’ 
By Ellen G. Krenke 
     When Fr. Ferdinand A. Mack arrived 
in Middleton as the first full-time pastor of 
St. Bernard Parish, the first question he 
asked the trustees was: “Where will the 
home be for the priest?” 
     The trustees pointed to a house east of 
the church lot and said: “You can’t go 
there now, since we have a tenant,” ac-
cording to Mack’s memoir titled, “My 
Early Years at St. Bernard Church.”  
     Mack was not happy. He wanted to get 
in place and start working in his new par-
ish.  
     “I can still remember my good old dad 
and my reassuring mother (saying): ‘Don’t 
be discouraged. Things will work out 
somehow.’” 
     Mack said his week away from Mid-
dleton after that first Mass on June 22, 
1940 was “a great blessing.” 
     “I could sense that these people wanted 
a resident shepherd, but word got out that 
the trustees thought it was too expensive --
- it was a case of being frightened,” he 
said. 
     “The news of a full-time pastor broke 
too suddenly, and they were not prepared. 
I began to understand their dilemma.” 
     A few weeks later, Mack was able to 
occupy “the residence waiting for me.” 
     Here is his description of what was 
known as the Niebuhr house: “The home I 
was to occupy was not furnished. What 
furnishings I had were my personal items I 
moved from Milwaukee.  
     “There were no bath facilities of any 
kind. The only workable water tap was at 
the kitchen sink. There was a small toilet 
bowl (hidden in the corner of the room 
that was to become the bedroom where I 
placed my personal bed), which drained 
directly into the village sewer pipe. 
     “The luxury of a bath or shower was 
mine only through the warm-hearted wel-
come of the Albert Loeser family at their 
little cabins (the Chicken Shack). They 
also made it possible for me to get my 
meals there. 
     “There was not even any type of heat-
ing plant. I eventually purchased a small 
oil heater that I could carry from one room 
to another.” 
     A few months after he arrived in Mid-
dleton, Mack was visited by Msgr. Ber-
nard Traudt, the vicar general of the Dio-
cese of Milwaukee. 
     “When I showed him the property … 
he directed me to use every effort to try to 
purchase the square acre of land on which 
stood an old barn, a two-story frame 
house, plus a five-space recently con-
structed garage, a chicken coup and let it 
not be forgotten, an old-fashioned wind-
mill, no longer operable but there.” 
     Archbishop Moses E. Kiley of Milwau-
kee also suggested that the house could 

accommodate an assistant in a few years, 
because the Middleton parish was grow-
ing very quickly. 
     Mack found out how much the neigh-
boring property owned by George Groth 
would cost and began a search among 
“my Milwaukee friends through whom I 
might be able to obtain money at a low 
rate of interest.  
     “God was exceptionally good, and I 
found just what we were looking for,” 
said Mack, who moved into the new 
house on Oct. 4, 1940.  
     In 1942, furniture was bought and im-
provements were made to the rectory on 
the former Groth property, and the Nie-
buhr house was sold for $825. 
     To make room for the Religious Edu-
cation Center, a committee decided that 
the rectory would be moved to a new lo-
cation between the church and the school, 
according to their minutes from Nov. 7, 
1944. 
     The Middleton Times-Tribune report-
ed that a new rectory would be built in the 
spring. 
     But  the new rectory was not built until         
the early 1950s, when it was already inad-

equate for the needs of the parish.  
     “It could not accommodate the work 
and living quarters of two priests, visiting 
clergy and a housekeeper,” according to 
the parish history.  
     The Beuthin property, which was pur-
chased in 1943, was a rental property gen-
erating income for the parish.  
     It was demolished in 1952 to make way 
for a new rectory at the site of the current 
parish office building, located at 2015 Par-
menter Street. 
     “It was a contemporary building with 
office space and living quarters for three 
permanent priests, rooms for visitors and a 
housekeeper,” according to the parish his-
tory. 
     Before the priests moved in, parishion-
ers were invited to tour the new facility in 
June of 1953. 
     The cost of the rectory’s construction 
was $70,000. It was paid off by 1954. 
     The old rectory, known as the Groth 
house, was moved from University Avenue 
to Clark Street, and the house still stands as 
a residence on Clark Street. 
     In 1981, Msgr. Mack celebrated his 
golden jubilee as a priest and retired in 
June.  
     He was succeeded by Fr. Joseph P. Hig-
gins, chancellor of the Diocese of Madison. 
     A year later, the rectory was remodeled 
for Higgins and his associate priests. 
     In 1994-95, Higgins converted the rec-
tory on Parmenter Street to parish offices, 
and the rectory on Franklin Avenue was 
built. The 2,500-square foot rectory re-
mains there today. 
     Fr. Brian has maintained the rectory and 
the church during his tenure at St. Bernard 
parish as well as building a narthex be-
tween the church and parish center. 
     “Some priests are builders and some are 
maintainers,” he said. “I guess I do both.” 

The old rectory, known as the Groth 
house, was moved from University Ave-
nue to Clark Street, and the house still 
stands as a residence on Clark Street. 
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