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1980 Highlights of St. James Catholic School 
 
Sharon Barry, school secretary, and Gary Thornton, physical education 

teacher, provided stability during the 80s as the school experienced staff 
changes and the addition of kindergarten. Mr. Thornton joined the staff in 
the 70s and Mrs. Barry in the 60s. 

 
With no more School Sisters Notre Dame Sisters 
teaching at the school, more lay staff were hired. 

Francis Sauer, a former member of the Sisters of 
Charity of Providence, served as principal until Sister 
Carmella Pierick, O.P., former superintendent of 

schools for the Madison Diocese, became principal in 
1988.  
 

The 1980-81 school year began with 10 students 
enrolled in the part-time Kindergarten program. A 
number of parents had contacted Ms. Sauer about 

offering Kindergarten. In announcing the new program, the principal said 
parents would not be obligated to have their children continue in the school.  
 

Only ‘inner city school’ 
The previous spring, nearby Longfellow Elementary School closed its doors 
which left St James as “Madison’s only inner-city elementary school,” said an 

article in the Capital Times. The same article noted that most of St. James’ 
150 students were from Fitchburg, the other side of the Beltline Highway, 
the Coliseum area, and Bayview. Public school busing was a plus for the 

families who moved to new developments in Fitchburg. 
 
At the start of the 1980s, parish families paid only a book fee. Non-parish 

families, according to the same Capital Times article, “are more than willing 
to pay the $345 per year tuition so their children can go to St. James.” 
 

Just a year later in 1981, parish families started paying tuition of $240 
annually. That year, 165 students attended the school. Miss Sauer said half 
of St. James graduates usually attend West High and the other half go to 

Edgewood. “From all reports we get here, our students do very well in high 
school.” 
 

Active in community 
Despite more of the schoolchildren and parishioners living outside of the 
neighborhood, the school and parish continued to be very active in the 

community and neighborhood. In 1980, the school was the site of meetings 
attended by more than 250 people protesting the presence of what was 
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called “counseling services” at 1103 Regent St., but in reality, was a 
massage parlor.  

 
At the first meeting in February, Michael Moschkau, school parent and 
president of the St. James Parish Council, said, “We are concerned about the 

quality in the community and the quality of family life in Madison. . .. We can 
be effective here today by showing our support of efforts to close down an 
unwholesome establishment in our community.” 

 
The group received the support of then Mayor Joel Skornicka who wrote to 
them, “I do want to let you know of my continued concern over the degree 

of infiltration of the commercial sex business into our city.” Other meetings 
were held in the school gymnasium with the outcome eventually ending with 
the ouster of the massage parlor from the neighborhood. 

 
New staff  

In 1983, the school and parish hired John 

Fiscus as custodian, succeeding Leo 
Perztborn, who had become “a familiar 
figure here at St. James from early in the 

morning till late at night.”  He had 
overseen the church, school, rectory, 
convent and the walks, lawns, and more.  

In 1988, Mr. Thao became the custodian.  
The staff loved Mr. Thao.  During this 
time, retired parishioner, Joe Hilgers, was 

in charge of the maintenance for the 
church and parish.  Joe was always available to fix any mechanical, electrical 
or plumbing problem.   Joe was the man behind the scenes who could fix 

anything. 
 
Chris Eshun, who continues to teach at St. James, 

began teaching at the school in 1985. She 
remembers her first year as a year of transition. “I 
just got married, moved from the country to the city, 

a new job with all new people, and shortly after 
school started, I was expecting our first child. (Her 
students had a baby shower for her!) I previously 

taught 2nd grade and now I moved to 4th grade.”  
 
From the beginning Mrs. Eshun found the community to have a “wide variety 

of nationalities. The people are concerned about family and about each 
other, which makes new members feel a part of this large family.”  Those 
who have had Mrs. Eshun for a teacher may be surprised to learn that when 

Leo Pertzborn 
 

Mrs. Eshun 
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she started at St. James, she “found out field trips were not a common thing 
to participate in.”  

 
School and Staff in the 1980’s 

 
 

When Mrs. Eshun joined the staff, 
Msgr. DeBock was pastor, Fr. Tom 
Baxter was the assistant pastor, and 

Gary Thornton had already been 
teaching “long before me,” said Mrs. 
Eshun. “Mr. Thornton has been a true 

inspiration to me. He is an 
example of being able to manage 
your work life and your personal life. 

He was caring for his wife ever since 
I came to St. James. He is amazing!”  

 

Two years later, Mary McKenna was hired as the 5th grade teacher and 
became Mrs. Eshun’s teaching partner for 25 years. “She was a great 
partner to work with. We could help each other out, support each other and 

Fr. Tom Baxter 

Mr. Thornton 
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we knew each other so well; we just knew what each other needed before 
we would need to ask,” said Mrs. Eshun. 

Mrs. McKenna fondly remembers her interview.  “My 
first impressions of St. James were formed by my 
interview. I recall receiving a very warm welcome from 

Fr. DeBock when he made me feel quite at ease when 
he called the interview an inquisition. I laughed and felt 
much better. As I walked into the meeting room in the 

basement of the rectory, I was surprised to see Fr. 
Tom. We had gone to Edgewood College several years 
back, and he had a great, warm, friendly smile to greet 

me.” 
 
A trademark of the 4th and 5th grade classes is service.  In her first year of 

teaching, Mrs. McKenna recalls the two classes going to the Leader Senior 
Living home to sing Christmas carols. “I’ll never forget how wonderful the 
kids were to the residents. They were comforting and visiting with these  

elderly people whom they had never met.” The tradition of singing for 
seniors continues.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Ms. McKenna Mrs. McKenna 
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Dominican Sister:  New Principal 

 
Sister Carmella Pierick, O.P., known as Sister 
Carm, became principal in 1988. Enrollment 

was 142 which increased to 170 the next school 
year.  During Sister Carm’s four years as 
principal, Mrs. Eshun remembers a “big change” 

in faculty including the addition of Sister 
Kathleen Lounghrin, O.P., who followed Sister 
Carm as principal in 1992.  

 
The celebration of Catholic Schools Week in 
1989 featured a special written program with 

comments from the pastor and principal, along with memories and 
reflections from staff and alumni. Fr. DeBock wrote, “Faith is the foundation, 
the keynote, the reason for the Catholic school. Faith essentially remains the 

same, but it has to be lived in the environment of its times. . . .” 
 
Sister Carm wrote, “As a community, such as St. James, examines how it 

came to be, who helped it become what it is today, what it aims to be, that 
community is revitalized. . . . St. James has a successful past and a hope-
filled future. Let us celebrate it during Catholic Schools Week.” 

 
Celebrate differences 
JoAnne Farrell, junior high teacher, highlighted the 

diversity in her written comments: “With fond 
memories of the past seven years (since 1982), I 
remember the special liturgies in which We Celebrate 

Our Differences. Our multi-
cultural school population--
through songs, prayers, and 

costumes--offers to God the 
talents that we share. There is so 
much we can learn from each 

other. It is time to be proud of 
our own family and heritage and also feel part of our 
global family in a world growing increasingly smaller.” 

 
At the end of the 1988-89 school year, 1st grade 
teacher Sr. Beth Schmidt took her final vows as a 

School Sister of St. Francis. Many school families attended the event at the 
beautiful St. Joseph Chapel in Milwaukee.  Sister Beth now teaches in 
Milwaukee. 

Sr. Carmela Pierick 

Mrs. Farrell 

Sr. Beth 
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Also, at the end of the 1988-89 school 

year, the school faculty and students 
honored Fr. DeBock on his 40th 
anniversary as a priest with what Fr. 

DeBock called “the very special, 
beautiful, and heart-warming program.”  
 

The students and staff gave their pastor 
a sweater and cap, but the most special 
gift was “the very beautiful stole made 

by Mrs. Carol Marshall with the names of 
all the students and faculty sewn on it in 
your own hand-writing and in different 

colors.” 
 
In his thank you letter, Fr. DeBock 

added a thank you from Mr. Muggsy, his 
well-known dog who apparently 
attended the program as well.  

 
 

Students:  Students from the 80s may remember the multi-colored 

parachute acquired by Mr. Thornton. Early in his teaching career, he learned 
about rhythms program designed specifically for the use of a parachute 
canopy and accompanying music. Rather paying for an expensive parachute,  

Mr. Thornton had the idea to contact the U.S. Air Force reserves at Truax 
Field. A supply 
sergeant checked 

for “retired” 
materials and found 
a parachute that 

displayed the colors 
of orange, white, 
brown and green.  

With the approval 
of the St. James 
Athletic Association, Mr. Thornton agreed on a “reasonable sum” to purchase 

the parachute. The reasonable sum was two cases of Pabst Blue Ribbon 
beer, and the parachute has had a long life at the school.  
 

The Home and School Association continued to be an important part of life at 
St. James School, sponsoring social events, providing volunteer 
opportunities and raising and spending money for the school, including for 
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fieldtrips, supporting Safety Patrol, hosting graduation receptions, buying 
library books and window blinds.  

 
On a sad note, Jeremie T. Brinkman, a 7th grader at St. James school, died 
September 19, 1988. He was a very active student, including being a grand 

prize winner in the 1987 Alcohol and Drug Awareness month poster contest. 
Memorials went to the Leukemia Society. A tree stands in his memory in 
front of the school. 

 
Other highlights of the 1980s included serving at Mass, sports and music.  

Basketball 1988 or 1989 

Volleyball 1988-89 
 

Cheerleaders 1983 



 8 

 

 

Servers 1985 

 

Beginning Band 

Band Concert May 23, 1989 
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Other 1980’s Moments: 
 

1980. Best Overall Writer Award winners were Jane Tiller, Joe Gugel. 
 Best Content winner went to Amelia Gavin. 
 Winners for other aspects in the writing contest sponsored by People   

 Resource of South Madison went to Kathy Wright, Ann Wagner,  
 Michelle Marshall, Lisa Traino, Madeline Radcliffe, Tim McCormick, 
 Theresa Puttkamer and Pat Ponti 

1983. Education commission honors teachers with a week-long celebration 
in May. 
1986. Gary Thornton puts up the President’s Physical Fitness Awards record 

board in the gym. 
1988. Donations are received to refinish the bleachers in the gym. Girls 
basketball teams are champions in their league. 

1988.  Chris Wardell and Kris McKinley won awards for their political 
cartoons  
1989. Young summer readers winners are Margie Duwe, 203 books; Dani 

Foster, 84 books. 
As this brief review of the 1980s shows, faith, academics, music and 
athletics continued to be strong points of this special school in the heart of 

the Madison. 
         THE END! 
 

Click Below to View the 1985-86 St. James School Yearbook. 
 
https://uploads.weconnect.com/mce/0fa6bca242ccb96697e8de570882c6b38

746591a/115SchoolAnniversaryCelebrations/85-86%20Yearbook%201.pdf 
 
Click Below to View the Special Issue: School Memories 1989 

 
https://uploads.weconnect.com/mce/0fa6bca242ccb96697e8de570882c6b38
746591a/115SchoolAnniversaryCelebrations/1989%20Catholic%20School%

20Week%201989.pdf 
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