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CHAPTER I: 

French Canadians Enter the  Champlain Valley 
 

"Dans ces conditions, il est vraiment etonnant  qu'il  y en 
ait eu relativement si  peu, a perdre completement  la  foi de 
leurs ancetres:' (Under these conditions, it is truly amazing 
that there were relatively so few who suffered the complete 
loss of the faith of their ancestors.) This quotation,  taken 
from Les Canadiens-Francais de la Nouvelle Angleterre  by 

E. J. Hamon, S.}.1,reveals the thread that runs throughout 
the history of St. Joseph Parish, from  the beginning.  It 

points out the potential risks faced by  the French Canadi- 
ans in the Champlain Valley  of  Vermont  in  the early part 

of the 19th century. This  same  spirit  began even  earlier 
with the French military in the Champlain Valley of Ver- 

mont and New York in the 17th and early 18th centuries. Our 
ancestors, early emigrants from Canada, recognized clearly 

the dangers to their faith and culture, as well as the physical 
threats, and they worked tirelessly to protect themselves and 

the values they held so dearly. Their re- peated efforts to 
acquire French-speaking priests and estab- lish their own 
parish to minister  to the many spiritual needs of  French  

Canadians  in  a "foreign"  territory  in  early 19th 
century gives evidence to their struggle  and  persistence. 

Lake   Champlain   belonged   to   the   French   until 1763. 
There was no New York side, no Vermont side. The French 
Canadian military forces built forts along both shores and 
occupied them, in order to secure themselves and their 
lands against the British and the Iroquois / Mohawks. 2 

Families settled around the forts and small communities 
were created. 

Fort Richelieu, at the mouth of the Richelieu River,  built 
in 1641 and burned by the Iroquois in 1646, was rebuilt in 
1664. It was the first in a series of forts built by the  French  
in New France to help stabilize the French colonies, in the 
face of attacks by the Iroquois. Fort St. Louis,  later  re- 
named Fort Chambly, and Fort Ste. Therese, were the next 
two forts built; the former was completed on August 25, 

which occasion M. Dubois, chaplain of the Carignan regi- 
ment3 responsible for construction, celebrated Mass in the 

presence of Captain de la Motte, the regiment, and other 
soldiers sent from Quebec, Trois Rivieres and Montreal.4 

Fort Ste. Anne became the gathering point for 1,300 men 
(600 from the royal regiment of Carignan, 600 Canadian 

militia and 100 Algonquins) during a two-week period that 
fall (September 14 to 28, 1666). Their task was to instill 
fear in the Iroquois. This mission had little effect on the 
Iroquois, who were in western New York at the time. A 

garrison of 60 soldiers was left at Fort Ste. Anne in Novem- 

ber for the winter. Two-thirds of the men became ill with 
scurvy; a chaplain, M. Dollier de Casson, was sent by the 
Sulpicians of Montreal to minister to the sick  and  the dy- 
ing. Mass was celebrated regularly at Fort Ste. Anne while 
M. Dollier de Casson was there.5 He returned to Montreal 
in the spring of 1667. 

Guy Omeron Coolidge places the construction of a 
chapel at Fort Ste. Anne in summer, 1666.6 This is the pre- 
sumed site upon which the Ste. Anne Shrine was erected in 
1893. Coolidge also speaks of probable French occupation 
of Colchester Point, Vermont in 1666.7 Fort Ste. Anne was 
definitely abandoned as a fortified outpost by 1671.8 

Whether or not the chapel continued as a place of worship 
in these early days is unknown since no Church Registers 
have survived to offer concrete proof. Some information 
on religious buildings and artifacts that served spiritual 
needs can be gained from descriptions of Fort St. Frederick, 
at Crown Point, New York.9

 

At Alburg, Vermont, facing Rouses Point, New York, 
there were 14 French Canadian Catholic families in resi- 
dence in 1734, a period when frontiers were not strictly rec- 
ognized.10 

When ownership of the Champlain Valley changed to 
the English in February 1763, the French had already left 

1665 and  the latter on October 15, 1665. The one which is    
of greater interest for Vermonters and for the history of the 
Church in Vermont is the fourth one, Fort Ste. Anne at Isle 
LaMotte. 

It is uncertain when construction began, presumably at 
the end of May or in early June, 1666, but it was completed 
by July 20th. It was dedicated on July 26 of that year at 

 
 

1. E.J. Hamon, Les Canadiens Francais de la Nouvelle 
Angleterre, (Quebec; N.S. Hardy; 1891). 

2. The development of these events is well explained and 
documented in the book, The French Occupation of 
the Champlain Valley, by Guy Omeron Coolidge 
(Harbor Hill Books; New York, N.Y.; 1979), pp. 15-47. 

3. This was the royal regiment from France led by M. de 
Tracy (cf. ibid., p. 23). 

4.  ibid.,  p. 30. 

5.  ibid.,  p. 40. 

6.  ibid.,  p. 47. 

7. ibid., p. 168. 

8. ibid., p. 46. 

9. The ruins of Fort St. Frederick are at Crown  Point,  
N.Y., just north of Crown Point Bridge. 

10. Antoine Bernard: "Source Francises au Vermont:' Le 
Travailleur, May 23, 1963. 
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the valley, having been unable to defend it against the Brit- 
ish and the Iroquois/Mohawks. This transfer brought into 
the Champlain Valley some French Canadians from the 
Montreal region who did not fancy the new regime in 
Canada. 

Is it any wonder that a few years later, when the Ameri- 
can colonists were struggling to gain their freedom from 
English rule, some of the French Canadians joined in the 
struggle and later settled in the valley once theirs? 

Virginia E. DeMarce, in her recent study of French Cana- 
dians in the American Revolution,  reported  that  about 
2,200 took part. This included soldiers, civilian supporters 
and sympathizers and those who fought only on Canadian 
soil.11 When the war was over, after much delay, some of 
these French Canadians were rewarded with grants of land 
around the lake. Even if not so fortunate, the rest could not 
expect to be welcomed back  to Canada  under English  rule, 
a rule they had defied, a rule their priests had promised to 
uphold. 

In 1783, the lands south of the 45th parallel, including 
Vermont and the Lake Champlain Islands, were ceded to 
the United States. The incorporation of Vermont into the 

Union in 1791 increased the French Canadian immigration. 
Those who settled around Lake Champlain during this 

period found themselves in a country where their religion 
and language were not popular. Most of them could not 

speak English. They could not read or write French, even 
enough to sign their names. They had no priests. It is not 

hard to understand why marriages were contracted before 
Justices of the Peace and baptisms were delayed until a mis- 
sionary came through or the family could make a trip into 

Canada. It is also understandable why French names be- 
came garbled and mis-translated. Who can blame the 

Yankee town clerk who could not spell Choiniere and re- 
sorted to Sweeney? 

How was the Catholic Church governed during these 
days of discussion and uncertainty about  boundaries? 
From October 1, 1674, to November 5, 1789, the future 
Vermont was under the Bishop of Quebec. From 1789 to 
1810, Vermont was theoretically under the Bishop of Balti- 
more, but Bishop Carroll requested that the bishops of 
Quebec continue their care of the area. It was administered 
by the Bishop of Boston from 1810 to 1853, when the Dio- 
cese of Burlington was erected. 

The first Catholic church in Burlington  was  built  in 
1832, before the next major influx of French Canadians to  
the area. It was located almost at the town line of  Wi- 
nooski, in what is now St. Joseph Cemetery which belongs 

for the population it was meant to serve, the widely scat- 
tered Catholics, French and Irish, of a predominantly rural 
area. The first pastor was Rev. Jeremiah O'Callaghan. He 
and the early missionaries tried to serve the people of a 
large and somewhat vaguely defined territory, in which the 
French Catholics of Burlington formed only a small part of 
the population. 

Why didn't Canada send enough priests to take care of 
the situation? Canada, at this time, had poor parishes 
where there were few priests who besought France for 
members of religious orders to settle in Canada. In  order 
to ensure that the French Canadians would be free to prac- 
tice their religion, Canadian priests promised to uphold the 
authority of their English rulers and to encourage their 
parishioners to do likewise. Thus, they felt little obligation 
to send shepherds to the sheep that had chosen to leave safe 
pasture to live among the "separated brethren;' the Protes- 
tant New England Yankees. 

More French Canadians poured into Vermont during 
and after the "Papineau Rebellion" of 1837-1838. This was 
a revolt by the French Canadians against a corrupt English 
government which was ignoring the rights guaranteed to 
the French by the Treaty of Paris, in 1763. The justice of 
their claim was later acknowledged by the government in 
England, but not before much damage had been done. The 
Rebellion took its name from Louis Joseph Papineau, 
Speaker for the Lower Canada House of Assembly 1815- 
1837. He had become increasingly bitter toward the repre- 
sentatives of the British government in Canada for their 
scornful treatment of the French and high-handed ignoring 
of their rights. L.O. David, in his Les Patriotes 1837-38,12

does not use the term "Papineau Rebellion" but tells only of 
the exploits of "Les Patriotes;' of which group Papineau and 
his son were members. Papineau was one of those forced 
into exile in the United States in 1837 and France 1839-47. 
He returned to Canada under  an  amnesty  and  was again 
a member of the Assembly 1848-1854. 

The fighting during  this revolt 
took place in various towns 
around the Richelieu Valley. 
There was one encounter at 
Moore's Corner, which is at the 
junction of St. Armand Road and 
Swanton Road. The Patriots had 
gathered  at   Swanton,  Vermont
with   their   American  supporters. '

- 

R.S.M. Bouchette and Ludger 
Duvernay were among the offi- 

to Cathedral Parish. At that time, the location was central 

11. Virginia E. DeMarce: "Canadian Participants in the
American Revolution;' from genealogical publication

cers of this expedition. They ap- 
pear later in this History of St. 
Joseph Parish. 

Ludger Duvernay, a "patriot" 
in the "Papineau Rebellion" 
a.nd newspaper  publisher

Lost in Canada? Vol. 6, No. 2 (whole number 22), May
1980, p. 103 (ed. & pub. by Joy Reisinger, 1020 Central
Ave., Sparta, Wis. 54656).

12. Laurent 0. David: Les Patriotes 1837-38, (Montreal;
Jacques Frenette Editeur Inc.; 1981), pp. 54-56,
"Bataille de Moore's Corner:'

II 



3  

 
There were English among the Patriot leaders and there 

were Americans who had  promised  financial support  to 
buy arms, the great need of the Patriots. The failure of the 
Americans to fulfill these promises was considered by the 
Patriots to be the biggest factor in the failure of the Rebel- 

lion. The Americans were dissuaded from continuing their 
support by a  proclamation  from  the  President of  the 

United States. This, and the active intervention of the U.S. 
Military Forces, completed the debacle. The  Canadian 

clergy had opposed resorting to violence,  with the excep- 
tion of a notable few who encouraged  it. Some churches 

were used for sanctuary and after the  battles the conquer- 
ing British took up  quarters  within  the churches,  along 
with their horses. This occurred at St. Joseph Church in 
Chambly. Some leaders of the Patriots were hanged and 

others were exiled before the government representatives 
from England were able to provide redress for the wrongs. 

Rev. Pierre Marie Mignault, pastor of St. Joseph de 
Chambly, Province of Quebec (Appendix A-12),who was 

traveling through Vermont  as Vicar General  to the Bishop 
of Boston, has provided insight into the local situation. At 
Chambly, on July 3, 1839, he wrote to the Bishop of Mon- 

treal, 13 apparently in response to the bishop's request for 
information on the refugees to the United States from the 

parish of Chambly. Fr. Mignault replied that there were 
twelve in all, to the best of his knowledge. Five had left for 

political reasons and seven to earn their living, one of them 
being Louis Mignault. Somewhat gratuitously, it would 

seem, Fr. Mignault went on to say he  would  like to see 
them all back at Chambly, except one, whom he would 

have arrested ("pincer') himself, should he reappear. 
An interesting sidelight on Fr. Mignault is provided by 

Virginia DeMarce through her study of the French Cana- 
dian participants in the American Revolution. Fr. Mignault 
was the son of Jean-Basile Mignault and Marie-Josephte 
Ledoux. Jean-Basile, known simply as Basile, was a partici- 
pant in that Revolution as a lieutenant in the Continental 
Line. He died in 1832 before he was able to gather proof 
for his claim to a pension, denied in 1828. His son, the no- 
tary Joseph-Edouard Mignault, continued to gather the evi- 
dence and the pension was granted posthumously by the 
First Session of the 35th U.S. Congress on petition of his 
son, Peter M. Mignault, May 11, 1858. 

Fr. Mignault had a brother, Louis,  married at Chambly 
in 1816, who may have been the Louis referred to in the 

 

13. Letter of Rev. Pierre Marie Mignault to the Bishop of 
Montreal, July 3, 1839. Found in Archives of the Dio- 
cese of St. Jean-de-Quebec. This letter is addressed to 
''Monseigneur LEveque de Montreal:' The Bishop of 
Montreal at this time was Jean-Jacques Lartigue; how- 
ever, it could have been addressed to Bishop Bourget 
who was the co-adjutor bishop who succeeded Bishop 
Lartigue, in 1840. 

above letter by Fr. Mignault to his bishop. The family was 
Acadian and escaped the deportation by fleeing to the Pro- 
vince of Quebec. Thus, it is easier to understand Fr. Mig- 
nault's continuing concern for the isolated French Cana- 
dian Catholics on both sides of the Champlain Valley. 

It was after the arrival of immigrants following the Papi- 
neau Rebellion that the French Canadians of Burlington 
made a determined attempt to have their own church and 
pastor. It was R.S.M. Bouchette who drafted the appeal to 
the Canadian bishop in 1841, which resulted in the arrival 
of Rev. Francois Ance. 

The biggest influx of French Canadians to the Burlington 
area followed the United States Civil War (1861-1865). It 
was the time of greatest loss for Canada, a loss precipitated 
by the post-war boom in the United States. French Canada 
did not appreciate losing its countrymen in droves. The 
Canadian clergy resisted the loss of its faithful to a country 
where, in their opinion, these Catholics would lose both 
their language and their faith. By this time, the French 
Canadians of the Burlington area not only had their own 
church and French-speaking priest, but also their own 
Breton bishop. This first Bishop of Burlington, Louis 
deGoesbriand, overcame the resistance of the Canadian 
clergy by a letter he published in 1869. (This letter will be 
introduced later.) 

The relationship between the bishops in Canada and the 
United States is interesting, as is that between the mission- 
aries and the bishops. Vermont was far away from the seat 
of its diocese, Boston. When a priest came to Vermont from 
Canada to minister to the French Canadians, he was under 
the jurisdiction of Bishop de Cheverus of Boston or his suc- 
cessors but continued his correspondence with his canoni- 
cal bishop in Canada. The two bishops tended to tread 
delicately, careful not to trespass on one another's area of 
authority. At the same time, the missionaries also re- 
mained ultimately subject to the Canadian bishop, while 
on loan to the Bishop of Boston. 

A  most  important  factor  in  the  final  emergence  of  St. 
Joseph Parish, Burlington was the French Revolution. Rev. 
Dalmas Mouly, SSCC, remarked, in Au Secours des 
Indiens en Detresse, that the Catholics in America bene- 
fitted from the American Revolution by gaining their free- 
dom, and from the French Revolution by the number of 
priests who came over and worked among them. 14 This is 
especially true for St. Joseph Parish. During the missionary 
years when Vermont was part of the Diocese of Boston, the 
first bishop, Bishop de Cheverus, appointed in 1810, had 
come from France in 1796 as a priest. It was during Bishop 

 

14. Rev. Dalmas Mouly, S.S.C.C.: Au Secours des Indiens 
en Detresse (Lectures Missionnaires, 108 avenue de la 
Republique, Montgeron (S.-et-O.)  C.C.P.  Paris 3046-
13; Office General du Livre, 14 bis, rue Jean- Ferrandi, 
Paris-6e; 1960), p. 12. 
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de Cheverus' tenure that Fr. Pierre Marie Mignault became 
Vicar General of Boston and travelled often  between  his 
own parish, St. Joseph de Chambly in  Canada,  and  Bos- 
ton. Sometimes, he went  through  Burlington;  at  other 
times, he travelled on the other side of the lake. Bishop de 
Cheverus was succeeded in 1825 by Bishop Benedict Joseph 
Fenwick, who is described as a man who spoke perfect 
French and wrote it elegantly. Even in 1982 this was re- 
marked by an archivist in Montreal. His proficiency  in 
French was the result of his natural talent and  the influence 
of his studies at the Sulpician Seminary in Baltimore. 
Whatever the reason, this  fact  must  have  smoothed  the 
way in dealing with the Canadian bishops. Indeed Bishop 
Fenwick must have been on good terms with Bishop Lar- 
tigue of Montreal, if we can judge from the tone at the be- 
ginning of his letter in 1828.15 Perhaps he did not find writ- 
ing French all that easy. He wrote: 

Boston, Nov. 14, 1828 
Monseigneur, 

Je vois qu'avec votre Grandeur il faut etre un peu 
particulier. Mais je n 'ecrirai pas en franr;ais - it is too 
troublesome. Cependant je ne suis pas paresseux; au 
contraire I  am  very  diligent  and  what  will  astonish 
you I am excessively fond of writing. I was desirous 

The first two resident missionary priests in Burlington, 
Fr. Amable Petithomme and Fr. Francois Ance, were na- 
tives of France, but St. Joseph Parish is indebted especially 
to Brittany, which provided its pastors from January 1857 
to February 1920. This good fortune resulted from the ef- 
forts of Bishop deGoesbriand, himself a Breton, who cer- 
tainly expressed the old Breton saying, "La Foi d'un Breton 
est surpassee seulement par la Foi d'une Bretonne:' ("The 
faith of a man from Britanny can only be outdone by the 
faith of a woman from Britanny:') 

We cannot doubt that there were some defections from 
the Church during the missionary years, but we must be 
impressed by the numerous rehabilitated (validated) marri- 
ages and delayed baptisms, once the French Canadians had 
the services of a French-speaking priest. Some of them 
went back to Canada to be married and to have their chil- 
dren baptized. The desire of the French Canadians for their 
own church remained strong, in spite of all the setbacks 
they endured, because of the steady input of new immi- 
grants from Canada. Those who were already here and 
long-deprived of the kind of religious nourishment they 
craved were steadily reinforced by the faithful from the 
homeland, ready to help re-create the kind of religious cen- 
ter to which they were accustomed, a milieu with a strong 
social value. Their desire was to re-establish what they had 
enjoyed in Canada, a French-speaking community centered 
around a parish church, a school and a convent. Their so- 
cial and recreational activities would center  around 
Church functions, Church organizations and their elabo- 
rate celebrations, and their own all-inclusive family gather- 
ings. Indeed, Rev. E.J. Hamon, in his History of the French- 
Canadians in New England,16 urged the French Canadians 
of New England to limit their associations to the above ac- 
tivities and to avoid association with Americans, except as 
necessary because of their employment among them. 

Robert  Rumilly's  Histoire  des  Franco-Americains points 
up an interesting comparison between the parishes on the 
west side of Lake Champlain with St. Joseph Parish on the 
east shore.17 He attributes the development of St. Joseph 
Parish to the efforts of  the French Canadians  to establish 
a parish of their own. The mission at Corbeau on the west 
side (Coopersville, New York) became a parish but the mo- 
tivation came from the clergy who were trying to meet the 
needs of the French Canadian community, consisting 
mostly of those displaced by the Revolutionary War, the 
Acadian refugees and the political refugees of 1837. Ru- 
milly said that two-thirds of the parishioners at Corbeau 
were political refugees. That parish still exists but has never 

of  concealing this  passion  from  your Lordship:  but it    
seems I must continue still to indulge it. 

. . . . . . . . . . +Benedict Bp of Bn 
 

15. Letter of Bishop Benedict Fenwick to Bishop Lartique  
of Montreal, November 14, 1828. 

16. Rev. E.J. Hamon, p. 40. 

17. Robert Rumilly, Histoire des franco-americains (Mon- 
treal; Union Saint-Jean-Baptiste dJ\merique; 1958), pp. 
26-31. 
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grown. In Maine, there were early French Canadian par- 
ishes but when those were established they belonged to 
Canada. Their territory was ceded to the United States by 
the Treaty of Ashburton in 1842. 

The French Canadians of Burlington were mostly volun- 
tary immigrants who had come to find a better life. Unlike 
their countrymen who had settled in the western states, 
they did not seek to become completely assimilated into the 
local population. They wanted to preserve their own cus- 
toms and culture, a Catholic culture, a situation  where 
their children could grow up in a French Canadian atmos- 
phere. Their own parish, their own priests, their own 
school, their own style of good times were essential to 
them. Their Church organizations were strong and they 
supported them with enthusiasm and accepted practical re- 
sponsibility for the running of the parish.  Recreation 
meant get-togethers of big families with singing, dancing, 
and feasting. As more of them arrived in the area, they be- 
came concentrated geographically. In this context, St. 

Joseph Parish emerged as the first French Canadian Na- 
tional Parish in New England. It remains a flourishing par- 
ish, established by the hunger of the early immigrants for 
their religion and culture and  supported  and  developed  by 
a series of hardy, zealous and devoted priests. 

In 1987, the native French language has nearly disap- 
peared in the parish, but the words of Rev. Reid Mayo, a 
priest of the Diocese of Burlington, concerning the French 
Canadians of Barre, Vermont, could be applied  to  St. 
Joseph Parish of Burlington: 

"They are not just cultural Catholics, they're involved. 
Within the context of American culture, French Cana- 
dians are still distinct. The difference is that twenty or 
thirty years ago, the emphasis was on assimilating the 
culture so you could become American. Now  people 
are beginning to realize that to be American (also) 
means to retain your culture:'- Rutland Herald & Sun- 
day Times Argus, July 8, 1984 !'The Accent is Fad- 
ing''- by Susan Roberts. 


