Ernest George Miller, my great uncle, was born on July 12, 1865 and died in 1925.  He was the oldest of 8 children of Frederick J. Miller, founder of the Miller Brewery, and Lisette Gross.  When Fred J. Miller died, he left the responsibility of the Miller financial empire to Ernest.  Ernest became president of the brewery when my great great grandfather Fred J. Miller died in 1888.  Ernest was 23 years old, serving as brewery president until 1920, when he resigned due to health reasons.  

Ernest was never a physically hardy person, having hyper-tension and painful arthritis in his hands.  He never married, living and caring for his mother Lisette until she died in 1920.  He lived frugally and was known as clever, steady, and earnest.  In order to solve a problem, he could out-work and out-think others.  He was intelligent and studious, who carefully and thoroughly consulted professionals before instituting a solution to any problem at the brewery.  Not particularly social, he spent his evenings working, reading, listening to music, and playing pool.  After he resigned from the brewery, he spent the winters in Miami and the summers in Milwaukee.  He was a loving uncle to his nieces and nephews, of which my father Harry was one.  My dad’s mother was Elise Katherine Miller, sister of Ernest and daughter of Fred Miller.  (My sister Elise Katherine John, who lost her life on earth to mental illness, was named after our grandmother.) 

Ernest was a devout Catholic and as he aged he spent more time and energy promoting it.  He grew up at St. Joseph’s parish and then moved to St. Rose of Lima Parish, where he was a daily communicant.  He donated a large amount of money to St. Rose’s to build a grade school, to be known as one of the finest parochial school buildings in the state of Wisconsin.  Like my father and mother Harry and Erica, Ernest’s greatest philanthropic efforts were largely anonymous.

St. Ben’s had a special place in Ernest’s heart.  In 1908, the Archdiocese of Milwaukee founded the mission to serve the growing black community.  In 1913, St. Ben’s pastor, Fr. Stephen Eckert, O.M.Cap, created a boarding school for black students.  Over the years, Chicago mayor Harold Washington, musician Lionel Hampton, and comedian Redd Foxx studied there.  Fr. Philip Steffes, O.M.Cap became pastor after Fr. Stephen died in 1923.

On July 3, 1923, Fr. Steffes answered a knock on his office door.  I quote my brother Tim John’s book (from which I have lifted most of this information) entitled The Miller Beer Barons; the Frederick J. Miller Family and its Brewery:  “The tall stranger, declining a chair, drew his business card from his vest pocket, and placed it on the priest’s desk.  It said, Ernest G. Miller, President, Miller Brewing Company.  The brewer, previously unknown to the parish, asked the pastor why they were excavating a large hole on their property.  The pastor explained that they were building a church.  Then Ernest queried, “Who is going to pay for it?” to which the priest rejoined, “I don’t know yet.”  Ernest, holding his grey fedora, serenely continued, “Would you mind if I paid for it?”  Father Steffes stood dumbfounded, and then swallowed hard.  Ernest posed, “How much will it cost?” and the priest replied, “I think about $35,000.”  Ernest paused and then invited the pastor to please send him the bill.  He also asked the rector, presently, to keep his gift anonymous and then, in time, insert his name as a donor.  After a few polite comments, Ernest departed while Father Steffes uttered a prayer of thanks.”  (The Miller Beer Barons, Badger Books Inc., Oregon, WI, 2005.  pp. 168-169)

Three months later, Ernest discovered that the Jesuits were selling their 4 story building directly across the street from St. Ben’s mission.  So he sent another check to Father Steffes to purchase the building for a larger school for the black students.   Ironically, Ernest had attended that very Jesuit school 40 years earlier.  My brother Tim wrote: “Altogether, he provided the mission with $122,000 to help them build their church and buy his vacated alma mater.” (P.169)  Ernest died in 1925 at 60 years of age.

In 1953, my father, along with James Rogge started Fr. Stephen’s Youth Center Inc., an outgrowth of their involvement in Milwaukee’s growing black community.  The center was named after Fr. Stephen Eckert, OFM Cap. who founded St. Benedict the Moor Parish.  Archdiocesan seminarians James Groppi, Jim Koneazny, and Pat Flood volunteered at the center.  In 1956, my mother Erica joined the volunteers.  In 1959 (I was two years old then and planning out my life) the center was serving 450 poor children, providing meals, education, entertainment, travel, and two prayer services daily.  Furthermore, my parents had open accounts at major department stores.  Any priest could obtain not only clothes and items for needy families from these stores and my parents would pay the large monthly bills, as well as paying school bills and medical services to black children.

I returned to Milwaukee 5 years ago, and started searching for a new church community.  I found quickly that St. Ben’s clearly lived the Gospel of social responsibility.  My brother Henry had both eaten and served at the meal program with beloved Fr. Chester.  I have brought both my mother Erica and Henry to liturgy with me, and both gushed on the way home that the people at St. Ben’s were some of the warmest, friendliest, and most Christian people in Milwaukee.  Indeed, St. Ben’s is a very special place.  I knew my place was at St. Ben’s when Br. Dave gave me a hand-written name tag he had made for me.   I belonged!

