
Our Church 

For whom the bell tolls: Leola Adler, female sexton for parish 

This is a sketch of the first St. Bernard church 

by Berdetta (Betty) Hurtgen, a former parish-

ioner and teacher at St. Bernard School. 

     In a State Journal article (date unavailable) titled, “It’s a woman’s job,” Robert W. 
Luebke profiles Leola Adler, a female sexton at St. Bernard: 

     “More than 20 times each week, Leola Adler, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. John J. Ad-
ler, 2021 Hubbard Ave., tugs at the rope of the big steeple bell. Leola is up early each 
day to sound the village out of its slumber at 7 a.m., back at noon and again at 6 p.m. 
For Sunday services, she tolls at five different times. 

     “Miss Adler became sexton last February, taking over from her brother, Don, when 
he married and moved away. She rarely misses; but admits that the cold dark mornings 
frequently see her rushing to her “work” looking quite unlady-like in slacks and ne-
glected hair. 

     “Usually the bell responds smoothly to Leola’s gentle tug; recently, however, when 
she pulled too hard the rope gave away ending the toll abrupt and short. Leola re-
marked, “We’ve got a new rope now. Things will go smoothly again.” 

     “Sometimes the Rev. F.A. Mack, pastor of the church, takes over for Leola giving 
her a short vacation.” 

     Adler’s daughter, Peggy Miller, who still lives in Middleton, said her mother was 
very proud to serve the church as bellringer, because the Catholic faith was very im-
portant to her family. 

Leola Adler is shown here in a State Journal 

photo ringing the bell at 7 a.m., at the old St. 

Bernard Catholic Church. 

Bell moved from old church to new church 
     In 1889, the construction cost of the 
old church was about $2,800. Unfortu-
nately, there is no record of the original 
cost of the bell.  

     However, in the 1907 inventory of 
the church’s personal property, it was 
noted that the “bell rope” was valued at 
$200. There is no mention of the bell’s 
value. Or maybe the entry should have 
been: bell and rope. 

     The 1910 records show John Esser 
was the sexton at St. Bernard.  

     “At that time, the bell was rung three 
times a day for the Angelus, at 6 a.m., 
noon and 6 p.m.  

     “It also rang for each death in the 
parish followed by a slow toll for every 
year of the person’s life,” according to 
the “100-year History of St. Bernard 
Parish” researched by Lorena Gordon. 

     “The young people assigned the 
chore of ringing the bell would love 
swinging up and down with the rope 
and would try to have the bell turn com-
pletely over the top as it swung to and 
fro. They also told of relieving the bees 
of the honey in the bell tower.”  

     The last Mass in the old church was 
held on April 15, 1958. 

     Before it was demolished, the stained 
glass windows and all religious artifacts 
were moved to the school basement.  

     The cornerstone and the bell, which 
was shipped out to be refurbished, were 
also saved.  

     The St. Raphael bell tower or campa-
nile was also rebuilt.  

     It was the first one in the Madison area 
and would have the original 70-year-old, 
1,300-pound, three-foot high bell mount-
ed in the top of the belfry.  

     A 16-foot iron cross was placed above 
it.  

     The shrine is a symbol of the bond 
between St. Bernard parish in Middleton 
and the Cathedral of St. Raphael in Madi-
son.  

     The tower is the work of Fred “Fritz” 
Carpenter of Stefan Mittler Monuments 
of Madison, whose statues, relief carvings   

    

“The young people ... told of        
relieving the bees of the honey in 
the bell tower.”  

 

mosaics, windows, and lettering can be 
found in many churches in Dane County.  

     At some point over the next few years, 
the rope was replaced by a chain and ca-
ble, which would swing the bell. 

     About 20 years ago, a crack was found 
at the top of the original bell.  

     A representative from Verdin Bells 
and Clocks of Cincinnati recommended 
that the bell be stabilized, and an elec-
tronic hammer be installed. 

     The bell now rings at noon and 6 p.m., 
and five minutes before each Mass on the 
weekend, except the 7 a.m., Mass, be-
cause “nobody likes to be woke up by the 
church bells before 7 o’clock on Sunday,” 
said Tom Theis of the parish maintenance 
staff. He also tolls the bell for funeral 
Masses. 


