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Inscribed in stone on the Franciscan friary next to St. Mary of the Angels
Church are the words in Polish ‘“monastery of Our Lady of the Angels." St.

Mary's was the Polish church years ago, and about half its members today
are of Polish descent.
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Mrs. Alice Corby prays the rosary at St. Patrick's Catholic
Church, the church she was raised in as a young Irish girl and
the one she returned to as a senior citizen.

Ethnic
churches
inthe
Green Bay
area

At Trinity Lutheran Church, this inscription with words in Norwegian reads
“Fort Howard Norwegian Evangelical Lutheran Congregation.”
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NE HUNDRED years ago
when the church bells in
Green Bay sounded their
songs to the faithful, those
churchgoers knew for
whom the bell tolled.

Our forefathers, whether they were
German, Irish, Belgian, Polish, Czechos-
lovakian, Dutch, French, or Native
American, Lutheran, Catholic, Presbyte-
rian, Methodist or Moravian, responded
to the tolling bells and headed dutifully
and piously to the church of their faith
— and to the church corresponding to
their family roots.

The Green Bay area in those days was
a little Europe comprised of distinct
communities g:m countries like Poland,
Holland, Germany, France, Ireland and
Belgium. The people within those en-
claves knew each other, worked to-
gether, traded with each other, married
each other and worshiped together. In-
termingling was kept to a minimum.

The following are some examples of
the ethnic origins of some of Green
Bay’s churches.

According to a publication entitled
“The Diocese of Green Bay: A Centen-
nial,” the early settlers from Europe
“because they came in family groups,
formed tightly knit communities based
on nationality, language and religion, as
well as family kinship; therefore, an
early concern in most places was the
building of a church.”

For the Catholics, St. John the Evan-
gelist Church was considered the mother
church of Green Bay. The oldest parish
in the state, formed in 1831, it originally
drew from a congregation of French Ca-
nadian and Indian descent. As the sett-
lers arrived to sink their roots in the
area, they flocked to St. John's.

From that church grew a German
church, St. Mary’s, in 1853, later to be
renamed St. Francis Xavier Cathedral; a
Dutch church, St. Willebrord’s, in 1860;
an Irish church, St. Patrick’s, in 1862,
and a Belgian church, SS. Peter and
Paul, in 1893. St. Mary of the Angels
parish, founded in 1898, is sometimes

still referred to as the Polish Church.
Currently about half its parishioners are
of Polish descent.

In De Pere, St. Mary’s on the east
side of the river drew the faithful from
both sides. Before long, however, the
west siders rebelled against crossing the
cold and trecherous Fox River in the
harsh winter and decided to build their
own churches. After permission from the
bishop was obtained, St. Joseph’s was
erected in 1871.

Comprised of French Canadians who
worked the city’s sawmills, the new par-
ish was dedicated to St. Joseph, who
had recently been declared patron of the
Universal Church. The original church
was struck by lightning in 1872, burned
down and a new one was erected the
next year. It is now the chapel for St.
Norbert College and a national shrine. It
has been served by three pastors in the
last 80 years — Rev. Bernard H. Penn-
ings from 1900 to 1955, Rev. Blaise J.
Peters from 1955 to 1980 and Rev. Gil-
bert H. Jacobs, O. Praem., currently.
The French were the earliest Catholic
settlers in this region. They had parishes
in Green Bay, Duck Creek, Oconto and
Bay Settlement before 1868.

St. Boniface, also on De Pere’s west
side, was founded in 1883 after 80 Dutch
and German families from that side of
the Fox River petitioned for a new par-
ish. The ground-breaking ceremony was
held June 5, 1883, the feast day of St.
Boniface. Without benefit of an archi-
tect, the founding fathers erected the
first church — four unplastered walls
and a roof. Planks supported by kegs
served as pews.

Presbyterianism began in Green Bay
as early as 1836, according to local his-
tory reports, when Presbyterians and
Congregationalists combined efforts in a
ministry to the Stockbridge Indians.

The Grace Presbyterian Church con-
gregation was originated in 1873, an off-
shoot of the French Precbg::ian
Church. The founders of Grace by-
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1 Ethnic churches

L]
terian Church hailed from the Wallonia section
of Belgium and were mostly Dutch- and French-
ing ,p:ple. They had been members of
urches from the Delveaux Mills and Robin-
sonville missions who moved into the city.
* The Oneida Indians formed the Oneida
United Methodist Church in 1832 in the Kim-
Herly area, later moving to the location where
the church currently stands — about 15 miles
southwest of downtown Green Bay.
i A number of Protestant German families
ith no local church connection banded to-
ther to form the East Moravian Church. The
Eomrinn Church was originally known as the
Protestant Episcopal Church of the
United Brethern. The oldest standing church in
m Bay (currently standing at Heritage Hill
Park with some of its original furnish-
i&;;:. the Moravian Church was colonial in
'?yNorwagian settlers in the Fort Howard area
jéined to establish the Lutheran congregation
here known as Trinity Evangelical Lutheran
Church. Services were conducted in Norwegian,

but “little by little the Norwegian language was
giving way to the demand of time,” The church
members decided, at a January 1921 meeting,
that English would be spoken at all Sunday ser-
vices except on the first Sunday of each month,
St. John's Lutheran Church was established in
1873 by a group of Scandinavian farmers who
wanted a community church in the Ashwaube-
non area.

The Holy Martyrs of Gorcum church, known
as the Finger Road church, is the only church in
the U.S. named after the martyrs of Gorcum,
Nineteen priests from Holland were hanged in
the 16th Century because of their religion. They
were canonized in 1867, the year the parish was
founded and the Holland and Belgian settlers
decided to name their parish after the martyrs.
Peter Faenger, well-known in the Preble area at
that time, donated the first grounds for the
church and the first parish Mass was held at his
home. The first church was wooden. The archi-
tecture of the subsequent church that was built
in 1883 still remains.

In 1864, the parish of St. Willebrord's was

founded and subsequently a church was built,
The was made up initially of 42 Dutch
families who had formerly been members of
other Green Bay churches, but got tired of hear-
ing Mass said in German French rather
than their native language.

In 1892, the existing church was built around
the old church so that during construction, the
faithful could still attend Mass. Once they were
able to use the new church, the old one was dis-
mantled piece by piece and carried out the front
doors of the new building.

When the new church was completed, a
stone slab was erected across the front of it pro-
claiming its name, Unfortunately, the name
chiseled in stone was misspelled. t should
have read St. Willibrord's had an "e" instead of
an “i" — St. Willebrord's. Imagine the chagrin
of that stone worker, and the church council,
too. Since the stone was expensive, the church
fathers decided that rather than change the
stone, they would change the name. It has
remained St. Willebrord's with an “e.”



