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MONASTERY AND DIOCESE SHARE ONE HUNDRED YEARS 

May 19, 1910. Rev. Vincent Wehrle, OSB, was 
consecrated the first bishop of the newly formed Diocese of 
Bismarck. One of his first pastoral priorities was the Sacred 
Heart Indian Mission at Elbowoods on the Fort Berthhold 
Reservation. After installing two Benedictine monks on the 
mission, his next step was to respond to the Indians� plea for 
a Sisters� school.

July, 1910. Bishop Wehrle made the lengthy train trip to St. Joseph�s Convent 
at St. Marys, Pennsylvania. He pleaded with Mother Gabriella Eichenlaub, who 
called the community together to ask for volunteers. She selected Sr. Pia Tegler 
(age 60), a former prioress as the superior, and three other Sisters: Evangelist 
Ruffner (56), Agatha Fabre (62), and Hilda Struble (43). The Sisters would be 
living in the school with the boarders, with two as teachers, and two as cooks, 
janitors, laundresses, and prefects of the boarders.

September 20, 1910. The four Sisters left St. Marys on the train with 
blankets, pillows, brooms, soap, buckets, cooking and table utensils, prayer and 
hymn books, and a statue for their chapel. After five days in coach class they 
arrived in Hankinson, ND, where they stayed overnight at the parish house and 
then took a train to Parshall (?) where they had to stay overnight at a rooming 
house.

September 27, 1910. The Sisters were met by Fr. Paul 
Lotter with his new Model T. They bounced along these last 
40 miles over rutted trails to finally arrive at their mission 
after seven days and 3,000 miles. The welcome by the Indians 
and the two monks was warm and comforting, but the living 
conditions proved to be less than comfortable. As there was no 
bread, butter or meat on hand, Sister Hilda set about to make 
biscuits for supper. Unfortunately, the can labeled �Baking 
Powder� contained plaster of paris, and those biscuits turned 
out just like the first fifty years: hard.
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Written in the script of Sr. Evangelist  in a 
bound notebook in the Monastery archives.

Photo about 1911: Sisters Adrian McCormack, Pia Tegler, 
Regina Kloos, Antonia Schneider, Hilda Struble. Missing in 
picture Sisters Evangelist Ru� ner and Agatha Fabre.
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October 10, 1910.  After much frantic preparation, 
the school was officially opened just two weeks after the 
Sisters arrived, with an enrollment of 47 Indians and a few 
white children. The two elder Sisters were the teachers, 
and the two younger were the cooks, janitors, prefects, 
etc. Sometime during the year Sr. Evangelist taught all 
the classes for a month as Sr. Pia fell ill from exhaustion 
and a broken arm which she healed through a novena to 
Fr. Paul of Moll, OSB.

June, 1911. Three more Sisters arrived from St. Marys. 
During the summer �recess� the Sisters and priests 
worked in the garden and fields. When Bishop Wehrle 
visited the mission and saw them working so hard in the 
hot sun, he took off his coat and pectoral cross and went 
to work with them. Mother Gabriella visited the Sisters 
in the fall of 1911 and offered the suggestion that the 
mission might become independent of the motherhouse 
in Pennsylvania.

1912. About this time some missionary-minded women 
from the East began asking to join this little community. 
So the prioress of their founding monastery granted 
them permission to become a �motherhouse� so they 

could accept novices. The living conditions gradually 
improved for the Sisters. They combined their respective 
inheritance monies ($3,400) for the building of their own 
four story convent near the school. Fr. Paul was personally 
responsible for most of the construction.

July, 1914.  The Chronicles of the founding community at 
St. Marys states succinctly: �During the summer of 1914, 
Rt. Rev. Bishop Wherle of Bismarck and Rev. P. Paul 
(Lotter) paid us short visits. The mission in Elbowoods 
was to become independent of our community. The 
Sisters who wished to remain there had to transfer their 
vows.�  Apparently there was no discussion, no request,  
just a Bishop�s declaration.

October 21, 1916.  The community grew in numbers, 
having eight new members by 1916. The Sisters and Bishop 
Wehrle received official permission from the prioress and 
community at St. Marys for the Elbowoods mission to 
become an independent community. So Bishop Wehrle 
established the community as an independent monastery. 
Of course, they would still be under the jurisdiction of 
the local Bishop�until 1937.  But that is another story 
to follow in a later issue.

Picture: Sacred Heart Mission: School, church, parish house, Sisters� 
convent�built in 1912.

NOTE: � e town and Mission of Elbowoods were vacated and 
� ooded by the Garrison Dam in 1953.

Erected 3as an Independent Priory4 by Vincent Wehrly [Sic], O.S.B., D. D. Bishop, of Bismarck, 
North Dakota. October Twenty-first, Nineteen Hundred and Sixteen, Rev. Mother Pia Tegler 

appointed First Prioress of the Community.  (Sr. Evangelist Ruffner, Osb)

School in session, 1911

2



MOTHER PIA�S MIRACLE

3

One of the stories handed down about 
Mother Pia is that she obtained 

a miracle through a novena to Father Paul 
Luyckx, OSB. The doctors wanted to 
amputate her arm because of the severity of 
a fracture, but she would not hear of it, and 
said she had her own doctor. After her nine-
day novena she took off the sling and waved 
her arm in the air to prove it was healed.

Fr. Paul (1824-1896) was a native of Moll 
in Belgium. He joined the Benedictine 
Abbey at Termonde in Belgium, where he was ordained 
a priest.  He was a deeply spiritual man with the gifts 
of discernment, healing, and reading of hearts. A worker 
of miracles, he was called the �Wonder Worker of the 
Nineteenth Century.�  The story of his life and miracles 
was written by Edmund Van Speybrouck, published 
in Europe in 1901 and in the United States in 1910 
by the Benedictine Sisters of Clyde, MO. Our library 
has a second edition dated 1914, with comments from 
persons who received favors through him, including the 
following: Sacred Heart Convent, N. Dak. I will mention 

to Father Paul•s honor what he did for us. Last November 

I fell and broke my shoulder in three places; the physicians 

said I could never use that arm again; I made two novenas 

to St. Benedict and Father Paul. Now I have the use of this 

same arm (right one) as I had before the accident.

Sister Josephine Shares Memories
Sr. Josephine Bednarik (1895-1991) from Lansford, PA, was one 
of the � rst women to join at Elbowoods (1915). Following are some 
excerpts she wrote in her later days about life on the mission. 

The convent constructed in 1912 was an odd structure. I 
have seen barns like it in North Dakota. We had running 
water in the house. A privy was attached to the rectory 
garage some distance from the convent. There was a 
turkey in our yard and every time any Sister would go to 
the toilet, it would �gobble, gobble� and run after her. 

There was a bathroom in the convent with 
a bowl (sink) and bathtub. The water was 
scarce and so it was practically never used. I 
took a bath in the tub once and some of the 
paint peeled off the tub and stuck to me, so I 
never used it again.

The ground floor had a kitchen, refectory 
and laundry room.  The second floor had two 
bedrooms, Mother Pia�s office and bedroom 
combined, a parlor with a piano, a room with 
an organ for practice, a recreation and study 

hall. The third floor had three bedrooms. One of these 
was the only room that had some heat�from the stove 
pipe from the kitchen. The fourth floor was the chapel 
and sacristy, heated by a wood stove.

The bishop visited Elbowoods on October 19, 1915, and 
the next day we five candidates were invested with the 
holy habit.  We made no retreat. There were no habits 
for investiture. For white novice veils we had window 
curtains, and the wreaths the Indian girls had used for 
First Communion. Our dresses came out of mission 
boxes. No relatives were there to celebrate. The next day 
we were out in the garden weeding.

Sr. Gertrude and I helped Mother Pia with the heavy work 
and the weeding. We helped in the school, scrubbing the 
big dormitories, did the church work, scrubbed the whole 
church, did the laundry, took turns by the week to prepare 
the meals. The Sisters chopped wood for the stove and 
furnace. We heated with wood and a few lumps of coal.

Conclusion: Since Mother Pia was the foundress of 
Sacred Heart Convent, she will always see that we will 
be safe. A convent started by this prayerful and mortified 
Sister and a dedicated missionary must be safe and sound 
at all times. I have always said�with her as our foundress 
she will take good care of our community.
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Open House! Yes, but not 
soon as you can see in this 

recent photo of the second floor.

We began the renovation in 
March, 2009, to update the living 
quarters of the Sisters. The second 
floor bedrooms shown above are 
now being painted and floor tiles 
laid, but we won�t be hanging our curtains tomorrow.

Even when the last door knob is attached, there will still 
be the tedious process of moving from our old quarters to 
the new. Everything from our bedrooms, chapel, sacristy, 
gift shop, and guest lounge will need to be transferred. 
What is not being moved--such as the museum, library, 
dining room and living room--will need a good cleaning, 
as volcanic dust clouds have been circulating freely in every 
corner of our current living quarters for the past year.

When the renovation is completed, we plan to invite 
our friends, benefactors and public to an open house.  
However, we are not able to set a date yet. The renovation 
is progressing, but occasionally there are unexpected 
delays that stall the work, such as material not arriving 
on schedule, uncooperative weather for the roofing, 
unexpected complications, etc.  Our community�s official 
overseer and contact person with the contractor, foreman, 
and architect is Sr. Paula Larson, who watches every 
detail on our behalf. We also have several unofficial live-
in inspectors who keep a daily eye on progress. Watch for 
a July announcement for open house.

Volunteers will be welcome to help us with a final cleaning 
of the new quarters and for moving furniture. We will 
accept offers now.     

Neighbors Help Us Celebrate
Our temporary chapel is comfortable for daily liturgies 
during the construction process. However, for the big 
feastdays, we have to be content with simple fare. The 
most elaborate feast of the year is probably the Easter vigil 
with fire, water, candles, processions, several readings, 
music�in other words, holy pageantry. These past 

two years, our neighbor monks at 
Assumption Abbey have graciously 
invited us to celebrate the Easter 
Vigil with them and the local 
parish. The two hour liturgy was 
intense and beautiful. Joined with 
the monks and parish we felt the 
jubilation of Easter.

Blessing of Renovation in Fall
Bishop Paul Zipfel will be with us on September 27, for a 
private community celebration with Mass and blessing of 
our renovated quarters.  It was on this exact date  in 1910 
that our four founding members concluded their move 
of 3,000 miles from Pennsylvania to  the Sacred Heart 
Mission at Elbowoods. So this seems an appropriate day 
to celebrate our short move to new quarters.

Six years after the 1910 trip, the little community was 
granted independence from its founding monastery 
in Pennsylvania, so we will have a formal centennial 
celebration in 2016 to mark our hundred years as an 
independent monastery.

Retreat is Annual Spiritual Vacation
Sr. Irene Nowell, OSB, of Atchison, KS, will be the 
director of our annual retreat, the 
last week in May. Every summer 
our Sisters gather for a week to 
focus on personal spiritual renewal. 
We always invite a speaker, usually 
a Benedictine monk or sister, to 
lead our reflections. We have a relaxed schedule with two 
talks a day and plenty of time for personal prayer, reading, 
and even napping. An annual retreat is a custom in all 
Benedictine monasteries.

Sr. Irene is a noted Scripture scholar, translator, author of 
several books and articles, and university professor. At her 
home monastery she is formation director for the junior 
Sisters. She holds degrees in music, theology and biblical 
studies. For our retreat, she will share reflections on the 
�Psalms as Our Daily Bread.
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OPEN HOUSE PLANNED FOR RENOVATION
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I don�t remember much from my high 
school Latin but one term I�ve carried 

with me all these years is vade mecum, 
which means, oddly enough, �something a 
person carries about for frequent or regular 
use.� We referred to our friends as our 
�vade mecums,� our constant companions, 
no doubt, wreaking havoc on the gender 
or whatever. Well, in the 20th century 
Benedictines strayed far from those quills 
and inkwells in the scriptoriums that lent 
themselves to genteel tranquility (well, we 
like to think so, anyway) and for the most 
part made computers our vade mecums. Oh 
dear.

Computers are basically objects you love to hate and hate 
to love. I�ve used one for years (actually I�ve used many) 
and I can chronicle changes in myself that correspond with 
changes in the computer. Vade mecums do that to us; who/
what we spend a lot of time with has a lot of influence on 
us. The more time we spend with nature, for instance, the 
more we allow it to have her way because we know we are 
not in charge, but put us in front of a computer for long 
hours, where we know how it is supposed to work, and 
we can get downright testy when things go awry. This 
computer companion of ours is loath to yield dominance 
in the relationship�ever.

Let�s consider time for instance. Time in nature is seasonal 
and in North Dakota seasons tend to be rather capricious 
when playing with the calendar. Time in the computer 
world is entirely different. In the early years of computer, 

what we once saw 
as �wow fast� is now 
oftentimes �infinitely 
slow.� Sometimes 
the connecting or 
downloading is slow 
and our interior speed 
revs double time. I 
find being patient 
with life�s pace a little 
difficult when I 

spend too much time at the computer; I 
expect too much to happen at the speed 
of my clicks and life doesn�t happen that 
way. I know that since I have started using 
computers my ability to judge time in other 
areas has been warped. The road trip I can 
plan in a few clicks on Yahoo and looks 
so quick and easy is so much further and 
more complicated in real life. Besides, I 
never know how many games of Free Cell 
an article like this is going to take. . . . 

At other times the computer seems to 
anticipate moves that, alas, were not the 
ones we intended. What we worked on 
for hours goes irretrievably to trash, or an 

email meant for one person gets sent to all. It isn�t always 
easy to blame myself for my mistakes when �this stupid 
computer!� is so handy. Sometimes the gremlins do roam 
inside�I�ve recently hatched a batch of macro error 
messages that have stumped our computer expert�but 
for the most part the mistakes are truly ours.

Working on computers has changed my language too. 
I�ve become a much sloppier typist because I rely more 
heavily on spell and grammar check for me. Two major 
downsides: the check up system doesn�t work well if you 
don�t take the time to read the underlines carefully (nor is 
it a foolproof program by the way) and it doesn�t follow 
me to my handwriting. Besides, and perhaps worse, when 
things go wrong I don�t usually resort to the ejaculations 
of the �Glory be to God� variety.

Even as I have found the computer a most convenient 
tool for my work in community and in my life, I also 
know that it changes me. It can be a useful, time-saving, 
bonding, informative, entertaining instrument but it is 
never a substitute meeting real people and real life face-
to-face at human speed.

Had there been computers in the time of St. Benedict, 
I think he would have had one by his desk, but when he 
heard a knock on his door, he would turn toward the door 

and with joyful anticipation say, �Come in!�

FROM 1910 to 2010: THE (DIS)ADVANTAGE OF COMPUTERS

Our foremothers wrote with 
a feather, which was slow 

but compliant.

RenØe Branigan, OSB

Sr. RenØe has a chapter in the 
book Green Monasticism: A 
Buddhist-Catholic Response to 
an Environmental Calamity, ed. 
Donald W. Mitchell & William 
Skudlarek, OSB (New York: 
Lantern Books, 2010). � e book 
carries papers presented at the 
2008 Gethsemani Encounters. She 
probably used a computer to type her 
script.
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The Benedictine Spirituality Center offers programs and retreats for the public. We are able to host large groups for daytime conferences and 
individuals and small groups for overnight retreats. If you would like to reserve a date for a meeting or retreat, please return this form for more 
information.

Name ________________________________________________  Phone _____________________  email __________________________

Address __________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Please  send me information on your ___ facility,  ____retreats, ___ programs.

Look Through the Windows with us
�Celebrate the West,� our annual fall �fun-raiser� is scheduled for the evening of September 18 
at Grand Dakota Lodge in Dickinson. The diligent committee of volunteers works under the 
guidance of Sr. Paula Larson, Foundation Director, and Ila Perhus, Assistant Director. They have 
chosen the theme of �Windows of Time� to showcase our history of 100 years in North Dakota. 
Through hours and days and weeks of volunteer service, the dedicated committee collects valuable 
items for an auction, plans a unique supper menu, and arranges an exquisite environment to match 
the chosen theme. Please join us for an evening of fun, food, and friends.

Sacred Heart Academy Plans Reunion
An all school reunion for former students and faculty of Sacred Heart Academy is scheduled for 
June 25 to 26, 2010, at Minot, North Dakota. The Academy in Minot was founded by our Sisters in 
1949 and continued until 1965. For more information or registration for the reunion, contact Bertha 
Wald, 32  22nd St. SW, Minot, ND  58701 or Kay Vicha, 704  16th Ave. SE, Minot, ND  58701.
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