Concluding information
The Divine Word Seminary
located in Girard has contributed to the
Divine Word Commission in the United States. This seminary contributed to
the life of the Girard community and
continues to have many fond memories
associated with it. Now it is central to
the future of the Mercyhurst University
West campus.
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The Divine Word Seminary property was purchased by
Mercyhurst College in April 2005
and designated Mercyhurst West
property. Mercyhurst does maintain a small traditional campus
building along Route 20 not far
from here. The 400-arce property
here is focused on experimental
agricultural learning and to support
broader efforts in the Girard community aimed at sustainable community development.
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Overview of the

Demolition
From the time the seminary closed in 1965 through the early
1980s, the abandoned building and the property became targets for local
vandals. Time had its way with this once-vibrant community. In the
September 1986 issue of The Cosmopolite Herald, the Divine Word
Commission announced their intention to demolish the seminary building. The paper reported a Commission member saying, “It has become
a liability to the Mission and an eyesore to the community. The repeated acts of vandalism done to the building made the building unsafe to
be in. The Mission was concerned for the vandals’ safety, and so to
avoid possible injury, the Mission decided the best course of action was
to demolish the building. On October 8, 1986 a farewell party was given for the remaining twenty-three Divine Word Missionary priests and
brother to celebrate the seventy-four years of Divine Word Missionaries
that had attended the seminary in Girard. Two years later in 1988, VLF
Enterprises of Niagara demolished the Divine Word Seminary building’s (25). The Divine Word Commission rescued the buildings cornerstone . Unlike its mate sitting on the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean, this
corner stone now sits in Techny, Illinois. Evidence of the demolished
building can be discovered throughout the property as a tangible remembrance of the seminary.

Divine Word Seminary Property
The second mission house built in the United States, the
Divine Word Seminary (originally named the Sacred Heart Mission
House property) was purchased and opened in 1912 by Father Peter
Janser. Within four years of its opening, the 30-acre seminary had
become entirely self-sufficient, raising all its own food and providing to its resident young men recreation and an array of other services. After several years of operating the Sacred Heart Mission
House from the old Senator Culbertson farmhouse located on the
property, second Rector Arnold Jeurgens commissioned to have a
new building constructed.
In 1917 the original seminary building was constructed near
the mission house (Hessong Eiler, 2005). After the initial construction, the building underwent a few additions. From 1912 through
the 1980s the Divine Word grounds were enhanced with ponds,
walkways, recreational facilities, a cemetery, as well as additional
smaller buildings on the property. Due to a sharp decline in enrollment in 1966 the Girard seminary closed, and in 1988 it was demolished.
Presently, the Seminary building site is overgrown with
vegetation and few structural remnants remain on the property. In
2005 the property was bought by Mercyhurst College (now University). A portion of the property is being developed as a sustainable
farm, engaging faculty and students in growing a variety of vegetables and herbs for both students and the community, while also carrying on a number of agricultural experimental projects. Thus, the
self-sustaining spirit of the
Divine Word Seminarians
lives on.
This brochure will
guide visitors through some
of the highlights of Divine
Word history and the heritage landscape they left behind.
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Sports Fields
After the construction of the main building, the ponds, and the
pine tree rows, the property took on park-like qualities. This was further
enhanced by the construction of two large sports fields located behind
the building separated from one another by a line of pine trees inbetween the fields. These fields were used as baseball fields and football fields, among other sports. At first the seminarians had only an
open field, as time passed, the fields were converted into two large
sports fields, encompassing both baseball and football fields.
Today, while walking down the pine tree pathway, you will see
first an old rusted batting cage. A little farther down you will see a football goal post that has now been partially embedded into a tree that has
grown up around it. This offers us an inadvertent reminder of the entwined relationship with the natural world the seminarians enjoyed. A
little more than half way down the pine tree pathway you will come
across yet another batters cage and an old wooden bench. Still farther
you will find another football goal post.
Imagine being here on a late summer afternoon with the seminarians playing America’s favorite past time, baseball.
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Racing for Eggs

Pine Tree Cathedral
Surrounding most of the property there are two towering rows
of pine trees. These trees are estimated to have been planted in the
1940s in a linear fashion in order to create a pathway that surrounds the
property on three sides. Today, the pathway is still accessible, and
evokes a cathedral-like sacred feeling that the Divine Word seminarians
must have found enchanting and inspirational. There are fallen trees,
and occasionally wet areas, depending on the season so please be cautious while walking this path.

During the first few
months of stay, the first Rector
Father Arnold Janser and a few
other brothers of the Sacred
Heart Mission house would
race to the chicken house every
morning, bright and early for
fresh eggs.
After the arrival of the Holy Sisters a few months
after opening, the occupants of the seminary were extremely
happy to hear they would no longer be eating “57 Varieties”
of eggs every day. This was the beginning of the selfsustaining seminary. The Sacred Heart Brothers quickly began raising
cattle, chickens, pigs, and goats. The seminary’s cattle, raised on the
opposite side of US 20 (now a shopping plaza) became recognized during the 1920s and 1930s for excellent milk products. Seminarians also
farmed a variety of fruits and vegetables in the fields surrounding the
property and next to the grazing pastures on the opposite side of US 20.

Double Stone Arch Bridge
During Father Deppe’s time as Rector (1940-46)
he oversaw the construction of the double stone arch
bridge, located south of the cemetery and on the east property edge of the S.S. Cyril & Methodius Church. This
bridge has a datestone on the northeast side which reads, “A.D.
1945”. The Pennsylvania coat of arms and a face are also carved onto
the northeast side. Adventurous walkers with good boots may want to
climb down to get a glimpse of these cravings, but please be cautious
when doing so.
During the time the seminary was in operation this bridge
served as a road to and from the
cemetery and a side road into the
seminary itself. It now stands as silent testimony to the craftsmanship
and determined efforts of the Divine
Word Seminary Fathers to transform
this landscape.
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The S.S. Cyril & Methodius Church, the Twelve Stations of the Cross, and the Cemetery.

The Old Road

Also in the 1940s, Rector Deppe developed a cemetery and
constructed the Twelve Stations of the Cross still present today in the
front lawn of the S.S. Cyril & Methodius Church.

On the east side of the property there is evidence of an old
road. This road went up to the main building. Looking at an old Ariel
photograph of the property, one notices another small building that
would have appeared on the right side of the road, just beyond where
the pine tree walkway starts.

After the Divine Word Seminary was slated to be demolished,
the Church gained permission to relocate the Twelve Stations of the
Cross from the Divine Word grounds to their property. The Twelve
Stations of the Cross were originally located in the Divine Word cemetery, positioned behind the present day S.S. Cyril & Methodius
Church. Before the Seminary was demolished, all the bodies in the
cemetery were disinterred and moved to the Divine Word headquarters
in Techny, Illinois.

The Brothers purchased their first automobile on May 12, 1923.
This was a large step for the Divine Word community who previously
depended on the street cars as means to go to and from Girard. It also
made it possible for the Brothers to travel farther from the seminary
grounds.

The passage of time has returned the cemetery site to the vegetated, wooded condition in which it may have appeared when the Divine Word Fathers arrived. Walking through this area, you may notice
a few remnants of headstone pieces left behind. Please be respectful.
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The Divine Word Seminary Pond and Main Bridge
Viewed from US 20 in the center of the Divine Word Seminary Property is a large pond. This pond was originally two separate
man made ponds constructed by a few Divine Word Brothers in 1920.
They also built a single stone arch bridge in-between the ponds that
lead to the main entrance of the seminary building.
Beyond enhancing the beauty of the grounds, the ponds,
which were once much larger than you see here, served the seminary
community in other ways. For decades, the young men played winter
sports such as ice skating and ice hockey here. The favorite ice skating trick was bending low enough to skate underneath the stone arch
bridge as shown in the picture below. The ponds were also the home
of Jack and Lina, the seminary pair of swans during the summer
months. They continue to provide habitat for aquatic life and waterfowl.
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The Culbertson House, the Sacred Heart Mission
The Girard seminary property originally belonged to Senator
William C. Culbertson. In 1863 Culbertson moved from Edinboro,
Pennsylvania to Girard and built his farmhouse on a 400 acre parcel of
land just outside of town. There he oversaw the Girard Lumber Company and the Girard Wrench Company. He was also president of the Citizen’s National Bank of Corry. In 1888 he was elected State Senator
and served from 1889-1891 but was not reelected for the following
term. Two years later in 1893 Senator Culbertson moved to a new location in Girard and put his farmhouse and property up for sale.
In April 1912 Father Janser bought the Culbertson Property
and started the Sacred Heart Mission. By October that same year, the
school opened with seven seminarians. Two years later in 1914, Father
Janser was replaced by Father Arnold Jeurgens as rector. Father Jeurgens immediately asked the commission for a budget to construct a
new building to house the increasing enrollment because the attic was
no longer adequate to house all of the students. A year later, the Chicago firm of Don Herman Gaul and Associates was given the contract to
build a three-story, 135 ft by 50 ft, fire-proof building. On August 24,
1917 ground was broken and construction began. During this time, Father Superior General Blum, who gave permission for the construction
of the new building, requested a suitable corner stone be made and
shipped from Germany. Unfortunately the corner stone never made it
because the ship it was on fell victim to the war and sank.
On September 26, 1918 the new seminary building was completed. Eighteen days later the rector, the Fathers and the Brothers
moved out of the Culbertson farmhouse and into the new seminary and
classes resumed.
The Seminary building was subsequently enlarged when a west
wing and a fifth floor were added to the building. Over the years ponds
were added, baseball and football fields created, and other landscape
changes occurred. Without help from a crane or a lift, Brother Christopher, S.V.D. with some help from young Brothers set up a massive
flagpole behind the seminary building in 1934.
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