
 
 

CHAPTER XII: 
The Pastorate of Fr. Proulx 

 
 

Fr. Lacouture's administration of the parish lasted one 
month after Fr. Cloarec's death. He then continued at St. 
Joseph Parish as curate following the arrival of Msgr. 
Cloarec's successor, Fr. Norbert Proulx, until  March 1923. 
Fr. Proulx was transferred from his pastorate  at  Sacred 
Heart of Mary Parish in Rutland. He was accompanied  by 
his sister and a niece who were his housekeepers. Many 
present parishioners may remember the welcoming cere- 
monies. 

 

Rev. Norbert Proulx, P.R., pastor of St. Joseph Pa.rish, Ma.rch 21, 1920- May 
27, 1933 

 

Fr. Proulx was born in St. Zepherin, Yamaska County, 
Province of Quebec on April 13, 1855 to Olivier Proulx 
and Marguerite Allard. He was ordained at St. Zepherin on 
September 29, 1878, by Bishop LaFleche of Trois Rivieres. 
He came to Vermont in 1881, was curate in White River 
Junction for a time and then became pastor at Newport un- 
til 1888. For the next 22 years he was pastor of Immaculate 
Heart of Mary Parish in Rutland. During  that  pastorate, 
the church was built under his direction; he also served a 
mission in West Rutland. When he arrived at St. Joseph 
Parish in March 1920, he was assigned as Permanent Pas- 
tor. Our parish offered one of the few permanent pastor- 
ates available in the diocese. 

Preserving  the French  language in  the school was to be 
one of Fr. Proulx's first problems. Nazareth School was 
staffed  by The  Ladies of  Nazareth,  who  were  nearly all 

English-speaking, and studies were conducted in English. 
One hour a day was given to instruction in the French lan- 
guage and in the French Catechism. For this purpose, The 
Ladies of Nazareth recruited French-speaking Sisters from 
their religious house in Montreal or France·. T hus, no An- 
glicized French was taught in the school. 

Fr. Proulx was a fairly stem man, and a conscientious, 
French Canadian priest. In February 1921, House Bill #243 
was introduced into the Vermont Legislature. It aimed at 
prohibiting the teaching of any language but English in the 
elementary school systems of Vermont. Both Bishop Rice 
and Fr. Proulx  rose to  the defense of  the  French language 
in the parochial schools of the diocese and urged their pa- 
rishioners to do the same. Zotique  Gravel,  a  parishioner 
and prominent businessman, responded by writing a clear 
and convincing letter on February 11, 1921 to the editor of 
the Burlington Daily News. Bishop Rice had appealed  to  
the whole state for action in the matter and the Jewish 
Community also responded to defend their right to teach 
Hebrew in their schools. House Bill #243 died in com- 
mittee. 

Another early problem to face Fr. Proulx was the condi- 
tion of the church, in use almost 40 years. He had it re- 
paired and redecorated. His devotion to the Eucharist  led 
him to encourage more frequent reception of Holy Com- 
munion and, under his direction, a  large  painting  which 
was a copy of da Vinci's Last Supper was placed over the 
main altar. It was painted by Sinai' Richer. 

Mrs. Charles Auer (Ida Benoit), when interviewed in 
1981 at age 86, related how Fr. Proulx came into the Louis 
Pine & Co. Store on Church Street where she was em- 
ployed, and purchased yards and yards of yellow un- 
bleached cotton on which the artist was to paint the Last 
Supper. Others remember that the painting was done in the 
parish hall on a large frame holding the material and was 
then attached to the sanctuary wall in the upper church by 
means of a mixture of honey and flour. The painting and 
redecoration was completed in 1923 and much admired 
(Appendix J-7). 

Population at Nazareth School had been increasing; the 
overcrowding was severe. Extra classrooms were fitted into 
the old rectory behind the church but could not completely 
accommodate the overflow. In 1925, Fr. Proulx began to 
make plans for a new school building. He bought  proper- 
ties adjoining the old school at 12 and 28 Allen Street, and 
through his keen business sense raised $200,000, the maxi- 
mum amount that Bishop Rice had authorized for the new 
school.  In  the spring of 1929 excavation  was started  and in 
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October the new Nazareth School opened its doors.  Since 
this was the year of the stock market crash and the start  of 
the Great Depression, Bishop Rice had required that the 
parishioners be consulted. They agreed before construction 
began, to accept a debt of $100,000, resulting in many fund-
raising projects. The school was the largest parochial school 
in Vermont at the time, having space for 900 stu- dents, 
kindergarten through grade eight. 

St. Joseph Parish had no high school, however, and 
Nazareth graduates had to pay tuition at Mount St. Mary 
Academy or Cathedral High School, whereas they could 

attend public high school free of charge. Rev. Valmore 
Desautels and the Ladies of Nazareth started a high school 
for St. Joseph Parish, beginning with a 9th grade in 1931, 
with plans to add the upper classes in the following years. 
Fr. Proulx was not one to deal in subtleties; he was direct 

and blunt. After receiving a letter from Rev. P.S. Brennan, 
pastor of Cathedral Parish at that time, Fr. Proulx re- 

sponded as follows: 

Burlington, VT 
September 13, 1931 

Rev. P.S. Brennan 
Burlington, VT 

Dear Father: 
I have received your letter dated September 8, and 

would have answered it before, only  after  our  40 
Hours I was not worth much of anything, in fact  I  
could not write a word the rest of the week. We had 
formed our mind to have a ninth grade in Nazareth 
before receiving your letter. As it is a practice in 
Cathedral High to make the girls sign off their alle- 
giance to St. Joseph, instead of  teaching  loyalty  to 
their church, I do not propose to pay to have my pa- 
rishioners taken away from me. The proposition,  I 
think, is ridiculous and unfair. If any of our girls are 
already registered there, let the principal send them 
back where they belong and we will take care of them. 
Loyalty to one's church, I think, is one of the main vir- 
tues to be taught in catechism, and it is not what is 
preached over there. 

Respectfully yours, 
Rev. N. Proulx 

In July 1932, Fr. Proulx sought formal permission to ex- 
tend the high school years for the parish, using existing 
rooms in Nazareth School and rooms in the old rectory. 
Bishop Rice did not deem it feasible to have three secon- 
dary parochial schools in Burlington and instructed Fr. 
Proulx in August 1932 to send the boys to Cathedral High 
School, the girls to Mount St. Mary's and to pay the tuition 
for those students whose parents could not afford it. This 
ended any further effort to establish a high school in St. 
Joseph Parish. 

Fr. Proulx's efforts to encourage frequent Communion 
were most successful during his pastorate. From the two or 
three who received Communion at the last Sunday Mass in 
the early days of his pastorate, the number increased to in- 

clude the majority of the congregation and this at a time 
when fasting from midnight was required. He promoted 

vocations to the priesthood and religious life and founded 
a scholarship for parish students to St. Michael's College. 

After thirteen arduous and devoted years as pastor of 
Vermont's largest French Canadian parish, Fr. Proulx died 
at the Bishop deGoesbriand Hospital on May 27, 1933. His 

death was announced to the parishoners by the tolling of 
the bell of St. Joseph Church 78 times, denoting his age. He 
was laid out in alb and chasuble at the rectory and the so- 
cieties of the parish met there for prayer. On the following 

day, the clergy recited the Office for the Dead in church. 
The next morning there was a Requiem Mass at eight 

o'clock attended by the school children and another at ten 
o'clock attended by the parishioners. The body was taken 

to St. Zepherin, Province of Quebec, and after another 
Requiem Mass, was buried in the family lot. 

During the pastorate of Fr. Proulx, we note accomplish- 
ments such as preserving the French language  in  the 
schools and the renovation of the church in 1923. But the 
project that will help us remember him most was the build- 
ing of the "new" Nazareth School in 1929. 
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