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The sources for this narrative come mostly from 
the Jesuit Archives in New Orleans, and occasionally 
from Michael Kenny, SJ via his Jesuits in the Southland 
unpublished manuscript, 1946. Quoting from the Jubi-
lee Booklet of Lafayette, Father Kenny reported:  
“Churchpoint, Iota (Pointe-aux-Loups), Arnaudville, 
Rayne, Carencro, Mermentau, Grande Pointe, Crowley, 
Jennings, Leonville and Coulee Croche all began as 
Catholic centers under the zealous administration of 
the Jesuits working out of Grand Coteau.” 

Adding Lafayette to this list, 12 parishes today were 
served by Grand Coteau. The formed parishes of the 
Jesuit mission district now exceed 20, but the narrative 
of the Jesuits’ mission in the civil parishes of Lafayette 
and St. Landry is a very inspiring story and deserves a 
closer look.

In the beginning, there were few established church 
parishes in south-central Louisiana. St. Charles Borro-
meo, established in 1819 in the vast prairie to serve the 
Catholics in that village, was only the third in the area. 
Observe the chronology of the establishment of church 
parishes in the areas with which we are concerned:

1765 St. Martin of Tours [St. Martinville]
1776 St. Landry [Opelousas]
1819  St. Charles Borromeo [Grand Coteau]
1821 St. John the Evangelist  

 [Vermilionville]
1838 St. Peter [New Iberia]
1845 Sacred Heart [Ville Platte]
1848 St. Bernard  

 [Breaux Bridge]

St. Charles Borromeo  
 and his ‘daughters’
    P A R T  O N E

I n 1837, the Jesuit Fathers were entrusted with the 
Parish of St. Charles Borromeo in Grand Coteau; 

they were French-speaking priests well-suited for 
a pastoral mission to French-speaking Catholics. 
Simultaneously, they founded St. Charles College. 

For next five years, the Jesuit personnel—never a 
large group—worked exclusively in both parish and 
college. Their ministries were closely joined, for 
the father-rector of the college was also the pastor 
of the church. Soon, they began doing in Grand 
Coteau what Jesuits traditionally did elsewhere 
by sending Jesuits from a home compound to 
gather and care for Catholics scattered in the 
surrounding areas. By the turn into the 20th 
century, their labors were over, for they had 
gathered and nurtured Catholics with 
the result that Catholic parishes were 
established -- the “daughters” of St. 
Charles Borromeo. 
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These church parishes were like punctuation marks 
on a blank page, for empty grasslands stretched in 
all directions. Only in 1853 did clergy attempt to 
describe the limits of the church parishes in Vermil-
ionville and Grand Coteau with a survey of land for a 
church at Plaquemine. Thus, the vast territory of St. 
Charles Borromeo Parish began to be pruned to allow 
for new saplings to grow. The Jesuits who cared for 
the flock in Grand Coteau were few, and their primary 
mission of caring for their parishioners absorbed all 
their time and energy. The idea of outreach was pres-
ent, but not the personnel. 

The Jesuit population grew, though, so much so that 
in September 1841, Father Santois, SJ was sent “on 
supply” to Plaquemine Brulé, from which he returned 
monthly during the following year. Thus began a 
typical Jesuit ministry, which was replicated in Mobile, 
New Orleans and Selma. An institution dedicated a cer-
tain number of its priests to go “on supply,” a term for 
the commissioning to formal ministry of a Jesuit who 
would leave the motherhouse and go out to Catholics 
scattered and untended. So began in Grand Coteau the 
established pattern of Jesuit ministry. This term, “on 
supply,” which is rooted in Jesuit history, designates 
that one or two priests were identified by name in the 
annual personnel catalogue as cur. agit. ad stat., which 
means, “He takes care of the Catholics in a ‘station.’” 
He visited with regularity a specific population that 
gathered in a specific locale, a “station.”

At first, Grand Coteau Jesuits assisted the churches 
in Opelousas, Vermilionville and St. Martin because of 
the illness or absence of their pastors; they would labor 
there until the pastor resumed his duties. But in 1841, 
specific Jesuits began to be assigned as “on supply,” 
such as Father Sautois, SJ. He was sent to the dispersed 
Catholics at Plaquemine Brulé during July 5-11, Sept. 
21-22 and Nov. 29; in 1842, he went on April 6-7, 
April 11-12, May 4-5, June 22-23 and Nov. 11-12. 

Why not October? Harvest time! No, he did not go 
every Sunday, and occasionally another priest went in 
his place; he needed time for his own spiritual retreat. 
But the Jesuit pattern emerged that a specific priest 
was designated to give pastoral care in a specific place 
with regularity. 

A decade later, Fathers Anthony DeChaignon and Jo-
seph Roduit went to Plaquemine Brulé “on supply,” and 
on one occasion they blessed the small chapel that had 

just been built. Previous visits had gathered enough 
Catholics to warrant their own chapel, which was the 
aim of all of the stations visited. This structure was 
large enough for the priest “on supply” to sleep there.

In 1852, Father Francis Nachon visited Plaquemine 
Brulé three times in May, twice in June, three times in 
July, once in August, twice in September, four times 
in October and three times in December. This was the 
“regularity” possible to the Jesuits. Visits to Plaquemine 
Brulé were fewer in 1853-54, as Jesuits “on supply” 
added new places to their map, such as Queue de 
Tortue, Pont Breaux, Prairie Mamou and La Jonction. 

In April 1851, the Jesuit Fathers had conducted a 
“jubilee” in Plaquemine Brulé, which lasted from April 
4 to May 2. Although we know that Jesuits went afar 
to “preach” a mission or novena, a “jubilee” is quite 
another thing. This one gave the Catholics gathered 
in Plaquemine Brulé ample time for instruction in the 
sacraments [baptism and confirmation], preparation for 
first holy Communion [not children, but adolescents 
and adults, numbering 100], an opportunity to make 
confession and celebration of holy Mass. Of course, 
there were many sermons and instructions in the faith, 
too, to bring up to speed those nominally Catholic who 
had migrated to these lonely places without parish, 
priest or church. 

PART TWO  
of “St. Charles 
Borromeo and 

his ‘daugh-
ters’” will be 
published in 

the November 
2016 edition 
of Acadiana 

Catholic.
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Perhaps the reader does not recognize the names of the places 
mentioned in Part One of this feature story, so we offer the 

following modern nomenclature for them:

Old Name  New Name Parish established + Date

Vermilionville  Lafayette St. John the Evangelist (1821)
Coulee Croche  Cankton St. John Berchmans (1925)
Plaquemine Brulé Church Point Our Lady of the Sacred Heart (1883)
Negroville   Washinton Immaculate Concepterion (1854)
La Jounction  Arnaudville St. Francis Regis (1853)
Pointe aux Loups Iota  St. Joseph (1892)
Menta   Mermentau St. John the Evangelist (1882)
Flat Town  Ville Platte Sacred Heart (1845)
Barre’s Landing  Port Barre Sacred Heart (1894)
Queue de Tortue/ Rayne  St. Joseph (1872)
Poupeeville

PART ONE  
The following marks the 
conclusion of this two-part 
series, with Part One having 
been featured in the October 
2016 edition. For anyone who 
may have missed it, a digital 
copy of that edition is still 
available at www.diolaf.org/
aconline.

St. Charles Borromeo  
and his ‘daughters’
P A R T  T W O

Equally important is the dis-
tance from Grand Coteau to each 
of these “stations.” To appreciate 
the effort needed to reach these 
places, we need to know how 
the priests traveled. A steamboat 
would do—when it ran; other-
wise, horseback or some wagon or 
coach. But horses bolt and wagons 
break and the roads could become 
swamps, things which happened all 
too frequently. The priest might be 
thrown [from his horse] and break 
a leg; this, too, happened. Add in 
the weather, which was often too 
hot, too cold or too rainy, which 
washed out the roads or made them 
impassible. 

The number of Jesuits who could 
be sent “on supply” varied accord-
ing to the size of the Jesuit staff 
assigned to Grand Coteau. A typical 
Jesuit community was staffed by 
a rector, a house administrator, 
a spiritual father and a treasurer. 
One or two Jesuits were assigned 
as associates in the parish, which 
was the primary commitment the 
Jesuits made to the parish. More-
over, because St. Charles was a 
college, it needed sufficient teachers 
and prefects, whose number varied 
according to wars, yellow fever, etc. 
Rarely, if ever, did these teachers 
go “on supply.” In general, we learn 
that one or two priests were spe-
cifically assigned to go “on supply” 
to certain stations. No, it was not a 
weekly commitment, but it was a 
regular one, which might require 
special attention when the priest 
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“on supply” prepared the commu-
nity for first Communion or for 
confirmation.

What did the priest “on supply” 
do? Just what pastors did in the 
churches they served. 

First, consider the time con-
straints: Families could gather for 
Sunday service, except in planting 
and harvesting seasons, but they 
had to be back on their farms come 
Monday morning. So the weekend 
proved to be the only time for 
the gathering of the people. The 
centerpiece of the weekend ministry 
was the celebration of the Eucharist, 
with an appropriate sermon. But 
since the priest might arrive on Sat-
urday, there was time for him to vis-
it the sick, hear confessions, counsel 
the confused and be available to the 
various needs of the people. 

Even after services on Sunday, 
there might be baptisms and the 
announcement of “banns” and mar-
riages; in time, a group would gath-
er to plan the building of a chapel 
or a church. A significant part of 
this ministry was “just showing 
up”—that is, being present as a 
concerned person who showed that 
he cared just by showing up and 
who gave proof that his Church 
was still their home. 

Although weekends were the 
times for gathering, the priests “on 
supply” began to be in residence 
there on major feasts such as Easter 
and Christmas, probably to social-
ize their flocks in the lore and prac-
tice of these holy days. Apropos of 
this, we find recorded that before 
some of these feasts, the priest 
conducted a “triduum,” a three-day 
crash course on the mystery of the 
life of Jesus being celebrated. 

When members of the group 
received first Communion (gen-
erally 100 people annually), he 
conducted a triduum to prepare the 
recipients for this event. And when 
the bishop of New Orleans [south 
Louisiana was administered by 
“Monseigneur,” the bishop of New 
Orleans] arrived for confirmations, 

 In summary, scattered Catholics 
in the vast surrounds of Lafayette 
and St. Landry civil parishes were 
gathered in designated spots for 
regular worship and the practice of 
their faith. In time, they built their 
own chapels and later churches. 
They were served regularly by 
priests from Grand Coteau and 
were given particular pastoral care 
for their nurture, weekend ministry, 
celebration of liturgical feasts and 
the reception of the sacraments. 

This continued into the 1880s, 
when the giants of “on supply” 
ministry, Vialleton and Anthonioz, 
died. By this time, the church par-
ishes had all been formed and put 
in the hands of the diocesan clergy. 
A great gap in the lives of Louisiana 
Catholics had been filled; the hun-
gry had been fed and the thirsty 
given drink. In time, there was even 
a Diocese of Lafayette, which en-
compassed all the “stations” created 
and served by the Jesuit fathers of 
Grand Coteau. 

In closing, may we therefore 
say that St. Charles Borromeo had 
many daughters? 

a similar triduum was scheduled to 
prepare the candidates. 

Let us now praise famous men. 
We mentioned above the first 
wave of Jesuits “on supply” in the 
1840s and 1850s: Fathers Sautois, 
Roccofort, Anthony DeChaignon 
and Joseph Roduit. As this type 
of outreach ministry developed, 
certain Jesuits assumed extended 
care of certain flocks and were 
assigned to them with great regular-
ity and for an extended period. 
The two most durable were Fathers 
Vailleton and Anthonioz. Father 
Anthony Vailleton’s labors spanned 
two decades: 1864-65 and 1868-70 
(La Jonction/Arnaudville) and 1866 
and 1870-83 (Plaquemine Brulé/
Church Point). His assignments 
were parallel to those of Father 
Joseph Anthonioz, who shared pas-
toral care of Poupeeville and Queue 
de Tortue (early names for Rayne) 
from 1881 to 1891.

In the honor roll of service, 
other notable priests included 
John Francis Abbadie, the “utility 
infielder” who substituted when 
needed. He is also famous for the 
avenues of oak trees he planted in 
and about Grand Coteau, when 
not “on supply.” We remember also 
the labors of J. C. Dechambenois, 
Anthony Laurent and John Bap-
tist Serra. The numbers of places 
visited equals the years assigned 
there “on supply.” The numbers to 
the right of Jesuits reflect that this 
priest was assigned “on supply.”

Most Frequently Visited Places: 
La Junction/Arnaudville  11
Plaquemine brule  28 
Pointe-aux-Loups  6 
Poupeeville/Rayne  14 

Most Frequently Assigned Jesuits:
Anthonioz      15
de Chignon      5
Serra          3
Vialleton        18

“To appreciate the effort needed to reach 
these places, we need to know how the 
priests traveled.”
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