
 
 

Szabad-szentkirályi Beke Miksa (Maximillian John Charles de Beke) 
 
“Miksa” was the son of Beke Farkas and Hivers Gertrúd. He was born in Györ-Belváros, Hungary on 
September 7, 1821 and baptized there on the same day. His father, a lawyer, was a professor of political 
science first in Kremnitz, then Großwardein and finally at the Royal Academy in Györ. Miksa came of age 
as national and democratic fervor swept through Europe. He was ordained for the Diocese of Györ on 
November 4, 1844. In June 1848, the Hungarians held democratic elections and set-up a representative 
government with the approval of Ferdinand, King of Hungary and Emperor of Austria. Ferdinand 
abdicated in December 1848 and Franz Josef, the new emperor, revoked Ferdinand’s kingship. 
Hungarian law, though, did not recognize the abdication of kings. The Hungarian parliament argued that 
the only legal way for there to be a new King of Hungary was by parliament’s appointment. They argued 
that Franz Josef’s revocation of the 1848 government was therefore illegal – he wasn’t their king – and 
they refused to appoint him so. As they experienced it, Franz Josef’s demands encroached upon their 
rights and they called for their fellow Hungarians to take up arms. The home defenders (honvéd) were 
quite successful. Eventually, though, the emperor’s army reinforced by Russian troops defeated them. 
The revolutionaries surrendered to the Russians on August 13, 1849. The emperor’s retribution caused 
the first major wave of Hungarian immigration to the United States. Beke, who was a field chaplain for 
the Revolutionary Army, was one of those who fled. He arrived in the United States on February 2, 1850 
where he was welcomed as a freedom fighter. Max served the following parishes in the United States: 

• St. Peter, Memphis TN, in residence, (1850-1852) 

• St. Mary, Lake Church WI (February 1852) 

• St. Boniface, Germantown WI, assistant to Dr. Paulhuber and Mr. Peiffer (1852-1854) 

• St. Patrick (Francis Xavier), Brighton (1854-1855) 

• St. Mathias, Beloit Road and St. Barnabas, Greenfield (1855) 

• St. Mary Help of Christians (now Visitation), Marytown; St. Ann, St. Anna; St. Maximillian (St. 
Augustine), Chilton (1856) 

• St. Charles (Patrick), Doty’s Island (Menasha) (1856-1858) 

• St. Joseph and St. Francis Xavier, Grafton (1858) 

• St. Catherine, Stockbridge (1858-1859) 

• St. Anne, French Creek; St. Boniface, Manitowoc & St. Mary’s Maternity, Manitowoc Rapids 
(1859-1862) 

• St. Henry, Watertown (1862-1864) [Watertown was a haven for German speakers who fled 
Europe after the 1848 revolutions.] 

• St. Joseph, East Bristol (1864-1867) 

• St. Patrick, Eau Claire & occasionally St. Joseph, Clevelandtown (1867-1868) 

• St. Andrew, Tennyson & St. Thomas, Potosi (1868-1871) 

• St. Charles Borromeo, Cassville & St. Mary Help of Christians, Glen Haven (1871-1873) 

• St. John the Baptist, Johnsburg (1873) 

• Immaculate Conception, Kingston (1873-1874) 

• Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, Sun Prairie (1874-1876) 

• St. John the Baptist, Seymour (1876-1879) 
 



 
 
 
Max was struck dead by a train in Sun Prairie on April 25, 1879. He was buried in Sacred Hearts of Jesus 
and Mary Cemetery, Sun Prairie on April 27. 
 
The following is a translation of his obituary from the Luxemburger Gazette, May 13, 1879 by Esther 
Bauer. 
 

On the 25th of the previous month, the Reverend Pastor Max DeBecke from Seymour traveled to Sun 
Prairie to visit his friend, the Reverend Mr. Smeddinck, in order to help out with the Jubilee Mission. On 
said day Mr. Smeddinck had gone to Milwaukee to pick up the holy oils, and his friend DeBecke was waiting 
for him at the railway station. In order to avoid Mr. Smeddinck’s train, he stepped on one of the sidetracks. 
Very unfortunately a locomotive came along without ringing its bells nor lights and ran over the ill-fated 
priest who was dead on the spot. From the train’s platform, Mr. Smeddinck granted general absolution to 
his friend, while he was falling. The following Sunday his dead body was accompanied by the people 
walking in procession, praying the rosary, and was buried solemnly at the cemetery seven miles from 
there. Reverend DeBecke was born on 7 September 1821, was ordained as a priest on 4 November 1844, 
and came to this country on 2 February 1850. He was formerly a Catholic military chaplain in the Hungarian 
Revolutionary Army and participated in many battles. This ill-fated pastor was a very popular, and well 
known, in our entire State. He deeply venerated the Holy Mother of God, and was a scholarly, pious, and 
fervent priest. He was a friend to the entire clergy, and faithful, obedient friend and servant to his beloved 
long-standing senior shepherd, Archbishop Henni of Milwaukee. 

 
Folklore from St. Henry’s church in Watertown recalls him as “more militant than religious in his 
bearing, a strong and stately priest” (Reidl, Kenneth, A Church Built on Rock, p. 64).  
 
The Catholic Citizen, May 12, 1879, described a solemn requiem mass for de Beke that was celebrated 
in Seymour on May 5. Rev. Benedict Smeddinck was celebrant. Rev. James Kinsella acted as deacon, 
Rev. Thomas O’Neill as sub-deacon and Rev. Mathias Hannon of Darlington was master of ceremonies. 
Kinsella moved the congregation to tears with his eulogy as did the Rev. Michael Zara with his “grand 

and solemn” singing of the Libera (Deliver me, 
Lord, from eternal death). 
 
[Max’s last name is spelled in a variety of ways Beake (1850 
census), Debski (1860 census) and DeBecke. Ignatius Klein 
wrote a series of three articles for the “Columbia” dated July 
15, July 22 and July 29, 1897 to celebrate the Golden Jubilee 
of St. Joseph’s Parish in East Bristol. In his writing, he notes 
that Max’s full last name was Becke de Szabad Szeutlhiroz. 
This was an interpreter’s error. Max’s full last name was 
Szabad-szentkirályi Beke. 
 
Left: The Fortress of Komorn. Max was one of its defenders 
when it was besieged in 1848. 
 
 


