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CCHA Historical Studies, 84 (2018), 5-6

Editors’ Foreword

One of the self-assigned challenges for the editor of Historical Studies is 
to seek a thematic or topical chain that can bind together each volume. The 
undertaking is always an ex post facto exercise. We do not “construct” our 
issues in the way that a builder constructs a house. Rather, each historical 
edifice is dependent on the vagaries of the submission process.

With respect to Volume 84, the unifying thread might be its 
chronological breadth. Our essays range across the longue durée of the 
history of Catholicism in Canada, beginning, improbably, with the Anglo-
Saxon missionary Saint Boniface, whose story Meredith Bacola weaves 
into the Catholic history of the Red River colony, and ending (book reviews 
excepted) with Mark McGowan’s re-consideration of the “uncomfortable 
pews” occupied by Confederation-era bishops in what would soon become 
the Dominion of Canada.

Another way to link this volume’s entries is to cast them as explorations 
of the flow of power within the world of the Canadian Catholic Church. Luca 
Codognola begins at the fount of spiritual and administrative authority within 
the Church, Rome, tracing the love/hate relationship between the Holy See 
and North America during the early British period. At the other end of the 
power spectrum is the political consciousness displayed by the litigious laity 
in Laura J. Smith’s examination of their struggle with Bishop Alexander 
Macdonnell for control of St. Paul’s parish in 1830s York (i.e. Toronto).

Or, again, we might consider the small “p” politics that lie at the heart 
of these essays. The revealing choice of titular saint for what became 
the West’s first Roman Catholic diocese; Kimberly Main’s dissection of
the spiritual sub-text to authorial choices in the re-created annales of 
Ursulines in seventeenth-century Québec City; the fractious power matrix 
of pastor, laity, and bishop in York; the complicated, often conflicted, but 
always formative relationship between a universal church and clergy coming 
from, or destined for, a distant continent; the calculations of British North 
American bishops as they tried to negotiate the constitutional minefield 
of Canadian Confederation: all involve the play of formal and/or informal 
politics.

This search for connections, the obsessive desire to make order out of 
chaos, is a quintessentially “academic” pastime. Indeed, the search for order 
is at the heart of what historians do. In the end, the articles in Volume 84 
all share another trait. Each represents the methodical deconstruction by 
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dedicated scholars of different facets of an endlessly fascinating history, 
the story of Canadian Catholicism.

Any academic journal is the work of many hands. We are grateful to 
our contributors for the gift of their scholarship (and to our peer reviewers 
for helping whet the edge of their arguments). Our thanks, too, to our 
Book Review editor, the indefatigable Fred McEvoy, for assembling that 
department for each issue, and to his intrepid reviewers this time round: 
Indre Cuplinskas, Paul Laverdure, and Peter Ludlow. While we might 
produce scholarly work, we could neither publish nor distribute it without 
the kind and continuing benevolence of the Jackman Foundation, or the 
generous assistance of Father Edward Jackman, O.P., and Valerie Burke of 
the CCHA’s Secretariat. Finally, in our first issue as editors of Historical 
Studies, we would also like to acknowledge the stellar work of our immediate 
predecessor, Dr. Patricia Roy, editorial exemplar, sage counselor, and much 
esteemed colleague.

Editors are, at best, midwives. Volume 84 is now born. We hope that 
you will enjoy this, the first of our deliveries.

Edward MacDonald
Heidi MacDonald
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CCHA Historical Studies, 84 (2018), 7-25

Uncomfortable Pews: The Catholic Bishops 
and the Making of Confederation,

A Re-appraisal

Mark G. McGowan

Abstract: Very little has been written on the response of British North 
America’s Catholic bishops to the Confederation movement, 1864-1867. 
What has been written has assumed that since the bishops offered little 
public comment, they were disengaged from the political negotiations 
that led to the creation of Canada. If one reexamines the role of the 
bishop, in terms of how colonial bishops envisaged their role – to defend 
the faith, safeguard Christian marriage, preserve Catholic education, 
and maintain a watchful eye on public decency – one discovers that the 
bishops were very active behind the scenes as the Confederation debates 
raged publicly. Bishops were notable in their efforts in what one might 
consider three uncomfortable pews: first, the efforts of prelates to preserve 
the Catholic faith in Canada East (Québec), notably the French language 
and culture, while maintaining control over social institutions; second, 
the efforts of all bishops to safeguard Catholic schools; and finally, the 
urgency to maintain the Church’s loyalty to the Crown, regardless of the 
outcome of the constitutional discussions. Bishops were indeed active 
players in the Confederation movement, but their role was confined by 
their understanding of their episcopal office.

Resumé : Très peu a été écrit au sujet de la réaction des évêques 
catholiques de l’Amérique du Nord britannique au mouvement de la 
Confédération des années 1864-1867. Ce peu de commentaire public donne 
à croire que ce qui a été écrit indique un manque d’engagement chez les 
évêques dans les négotiations politiques qui ont contribué à la naissance 
du Canada. Si l’on se permet de revoir le rôle des évêques, la façon dont 
ceux-ci l’avaient envisagé dans les colonies – c’est-à-dire de défendre la 
foi, de sauvegarder le mariage chrétien, de protéger l’éducation catholique 
et de surveiller les moeurs publiques – on constate que les évêques étaient 
en réalité très actifs « dans les coulisses » des tempêtes publiques du débat 
portant sur la Confédération. Les évêques ont joué un rôle important dans 
leur influence sur trois « bancs » peu confortables: tout d’abord dans les 
efforts des prélats pour sauvegarder la foi catholique dans l’Est du Canada 
(Québec), notamment les langue et culture françaises tout en gardant 
contrôle des institutions sociales; deuxièmement dans les efforts de tous 
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les évêques pour sauvegarder les écoles catholiques, et finalement dans 
l’importance de maintenir la loyauté de l’Eglise à la Couronne, quel que 
soit le résultat des débats constitutionnels. Les évêques ont en effet joué 
un rôle actif dans le mouvement de la Confédération, mais le rôle a été 
limité par leur discernement de la fonction épiscopale.

In his infamous book The Comfortable Pew, published in 1965, Pierre 
Berton characterized the voice of Christian churches in his decade as “weak, 
tardy, equivocal, and irrelevant.” At first glance, it seems that his comment 
may have applied to these ecclesial bodies a century before.

In one of only two existing scholarly discussions focused on the role of 
the Christian Churches in the Confederation movement, John Webster Grant, 
the undisputed dean of Canadian Church history, pronounced:

The main decisions were taken in legislatures and conference chambers 
while the people looked on rather apathetically. Outwardly, at least, 
religious considerations played a lesser role in the birth of Canada than they 
had in the struggle for American independence. Synods and conferences of 
the churches had virtually nothing to say about Confederation. Anglican 
bishops largely ignored it in their charges. Its consummation was not 
marked by church services throughout the nation, although the Evangelical 
Alliance sponsored a limited service of Thanksgiving in Toronto.1

Similarly, when commenting on the role of the Roman Catholic Church 
and the consummation of the Confederation agreement, Walter Ullmann 
wrote of an “apparent lack of interest of the bishops in the very transfer of 
powers … the bishops did not speak with their customary authority.”2 Aside 
from Ullmann and Grant, who were searching for a story of Church and 
State engagement to mark Canada’s centennial celebrations, there has been 
practically no scholarly discussion of the engagement of the Churches with 
the makers of Confederation.

The one exception to this absent discussion of episcopal engagement 
with the Confederation process might be Franklin J. Wilson’s master’s 
thesis titled “Roman Catholics and the Confederation Movement,” which 
is the only comprehensive attempt to understand how Catholics engaged 
with the Fathers of Confederation.3 The fact that this thesis was completed 
at Queen’s University in 1936 and no one borrowed it until 1956 signals 
the scholarly community’s level of interest in the question at hand. Adding 

1 John Webster Grant, “Canadian Confederation and the Protestant Churches,” 
Church History (1968), 328.

2 Walter Ullmann, “The Québec Bishops and Confederation,” Canadian Historical 
Review 44, no. 3 (September, 1963), 48-50.

3 Franklin J Wilson, “Roman Catholics and the Confederation Movement” 
(Unpublished Master’s Thesis, Queen’s University, 1936).
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his own sweeping dismissal of the question, in 1972, John Moir, that other 
scion of Canadian religious history, wrote: “Officially the Churches had 
almost nothing to say about Confederation,”4 a claim he slightly qualified 
fifteen years later when he penned, “Without exception, the churches were 
favourable to the idea of Confederation but the religious press seldom 
commented on the process.”5

Before concluding that this current work on the engagement of the 
Catholic Church with Confederation is little more than a historiographical 
Seinfeld moment– an article about nothing at all– perhaps one should revisit 
the question and the manner in which it was framed, and with an eye to 
the fact that Canadian historiography has changed substantially over the 
past fifty years. Canadian historians have expanded their fields of interest, 
experimented with new methodologies, and posed new questions that require 
teasing evidence out from familiar sources, but with different results. In the 
process the scope and writing of Canadian history has been transformed, 
as have the issues addressed by historians of religion, in the fifty years that 
have elapsed between our time and that of Grant and Ullmann. Developments 
in social, economic, gender, Indigenous, ethnic, and labour history have 
provided a broad and rich canvass upon which the questions of political 
and religious history are situated. Religious historians have also changed the 
ways in which they undertake research, asking new questions about lived 
religion, employing quantitative methods, and using these in concert with 
the private manuscript collections of ministers, bishops, women religious, 
and their correspondents. Perhaps in light of how we research religion in 
Canada fifty years after our Centennial year, it may not have been a case 
that “there was nothing there.” Perhaps historians in the 1960s were not 
asking the appropriate questions. In an article on the Catholic Church and 
minority rights published in 1989, Roberto Perin suggested that the questions 
Ullmann posed in trying to understand Bishop Ignace Bourget of Montreal 
and his response to Confederation were “futile”;6 Perin intimates that had 
Ullmann and others understood the nature of being a bishop in nineteenth-
century Canada, they would have realized that they were approaching the 
question of Catholic engagement with Confederation from the wrong angle.

For the sake of argument, one might begin a reassessment of the question 
of Church engagement with the Confederation movement by an examination 

4 John S. Moir, The Church in the British Era (Toronto: McGraw Hill Ryerson, 
1972), 193.

5 John S. Moir, Enduring Witness (Toronto: The Presbyterian Church in Canada, 
1987), 134.

6 Roberto Perin, “Clerics and the Constitution: The Québec Church and Minority 
Rights in Canada,” Canadian Catholic Historical Association Historical Studies 56 
(1989), 36.
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of the role of the bishop within the Catholic Church in British North America 
in the early nineteenth century. Because of the rigidly hierarchical nature 
of the Church at that time, the role of the bishop is critical to understanding 
how the institutional Church engaged in the public square with civic and 
secular leaders. This is not to ignore or to gainsay the fact that laypersons 
and, most notably, Catholic editors and politicians pronounced on issues 
in the civic arena, but the bishop’s position constituted “the” institutional 
position, and in the 19th century this carried far more weight in positioning 
the Church on a variety of issues in the “world” than it does in our own 
time. When nineteenth-century politicians, business leaders, and others 
wanted to curry favour with the Church, it was essential that they do so by 
engaging the bishops.7 

In early nineteenth-century British North America, four characteristics 
may be identified as typical of the behaviour of the Catholic bishop in his 
relationship with the state. First, since the Conquest of 1763 and its subsequent 
treaties and constitutional acts, the Catholics in what was called the “Old 
Province of Québec” had been accorded unprecedented rights to practice their 
Faith in a Protestant Empire. One result of the Québec Act of 1774 was that 
Catholic bishops reciprocated with public professions of loyalty to the British 
Crown.8 Such loyalty was also mandated by Rome, which had cultivated a 
diplomatic rapprochement with the British Government, and also in accord 
with Saint Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter 13, which demanded that 
Christians be loyal and submit to legitimate authority. Jean-Olivier Briand, 
the first bishop of Québec after the British conquest, included King George 
III when he sang the Te Deum;9 his successor, Joseph-Octave Plessis, openly 
supported the defense of Canada and the British Crown during the War of 
1812; Jean-Jacques Lartigue, the first bishop of Montreal condemned the 
rebellions of 1837-8 and excommunicated rebel leaders. Finally, when he was 
appointed the first bishop of Toronto in 1841, Colonial Office officials lauded 
Michael Power for his loyalty to the Crown.10 With the British Government 
still being consulted about episcopal appointments, civic officials expected 
professions of loyalty from Catholic bishops.

7 A good case study of this can be found in Gerald J. Stortz, “John Joseph 
Lynch, Archbishop of Toronto: A Biographical Study in Religious, Political and Social 
Commitment” (PhD Dissertation, University of Guelph, 1980).

8 Hilda Neatby, The Québec Act: Protest and Policy (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 
1972), 137-42. Hilda Neatby, Québec: The Revolutionary Age, 1760-1791, The Canadian 
Centenary Series (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, , 1966), 125-41. 

9 Ibid, 27.
10 Library and Archives Canada [LAC], Sir Charles Bagot Papers, MG 24 A 13, 

vol. 6, Letterbook, p.113. Bagot to Lord Stanley, 8 July 1842.
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Secondly, in the public arena, Catholic bishops in each colony were 
careful that their pronouncements and intercessions should only come on 
issues that directly affected the place of the Church in society or the health 
of the faith and morals of Catholics.11 Episcopal interventions into the public 
square were generally restricted to three major areas of concern: marriage 
and the family, education, and public decency (censorship). On these issues 
the historian will discover meaningful public discourse between bishops 
and civic leaders. One should not be inclined to see constitution-making 
as germane to the interests of a bishop, unless that constitution making 
endangered the faith and morals of his flock. Thirdly, when a bishop did 
want to intervene into the public debate he often did so through the agency 
of “friendly” Catholic politicians. In the 1860s, leading up to Confederation, 
the bishops in Canada and the Maritimes looked to Thomas D’Arcy McGee, 
Georges Etienne Cartier, and Hector Louis Langevin as their eyes and ears 
in the constitutional debates.12

Finally, the bishops of this period were not united as a body. There were 
no conferences of Catholic bishops and no singular voice that could speak 
for them all. They were individual religious leaders, often regionally focused, 
and independent voices responding to circumstances that were relevant to 
their own flocks. While the two archbishoprics, one in Québec and one in 
Halifax, had administrative sovereignty over nine suffragan dioceses and 
five suffragan dioceses, respectively, this ecclesiastical structure in no way 
ensured that bishops within the same region saw eye to eye on any issue.13 
The prelates of Québec and Montreal had a history of squabbling on a variety 
of matters, and as one shall soon see, Irish bishops in Toronto and Halifax 
had little to unite them other than the land of their birth and the common faith 
they professed. Collectively, the Catholic bishops governed approximately 
1.3 million British North Americans in the proposed federation: 25% of 
Nova Scotians, 33% of New Brunswickers, 84% of the population of Canada 

11 The most comprehensive overview of the role of the episcopate in Québec in this 
period is Philippe Sylvain et Nive Voisine, Histoire du Catholicisme Québécois, Vol. II: 
Réveil et consolidation, 1840-1989 (Montreal: Boréal, 1991): 235-63.

12 Richmond L. Grannan, “Thomas D’Arcy McGee and Confederation in the 
Maritimes,” CCHA Report 20 (1953): 93-100; K. Fay Tromblay, “Thomas Louis Connolly 
(1815-1876): The Man and His Place in Secular and Ecclesiastical History” (Unpublished 
PhD dissertation, Catholic University, Louvain, 1983), 311; Since Connolly’s papers are 
missing from the Archdiocesan Archives of Halifax, all scholars must lean heavily on his 
outbound correspondence in other archives and Tromblay’s thesis. An example of Lynch 
and McGee’s cooperation can be found in the Archives of the Archdiocese of Toronto 
(ARCAT), Lynch Papers, L AF03.08, McGee to Lynch, 7 March 1866 and L AE02.12, 
Lynch Circular, 10 March 1866.

13 The two dioceses in Newfoundland are not included here since they reported to 
the United Kingdom, and there were three vicariates apostolic that had jurisdiction from 
what is now northwestern Ontario to the Pacific slope and north to the Arctic Ocean.
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East, 18% of the people in Canada West.14 Thus the institutional presence 
and numeric position of the Catholic Church in the Confederated territories 
was not insignificant.15

There were essentially three “uncomfortable pews” that would be of 
concern to bishops on the years leading up to Confederation. First, given 
the stormy creation of the United Province of Canada in 1841, and the 
sectarian and linguistic rancour that characterized the 1850s in the central 
province, bishops were concerned about the protection of the Catholic faith 
and French culture, particularly given the numeric strength of English-
speaking Protestants in British North America. Secondly, Catholic prelates 
in the United Province of Canada and the Maritimes were concerned about 
the status of their state-supported denominational schools in any proposed 
federation. The final uncomfortable pew was the question of loyalty, which 
long had been a means through which Catholics sought respectability in 
the Protestant colonies. In the context of the formation of a new, semi-
autonomous Dominion, Catholics of Irish birth and descent would be under 
increasing scrutiny because of the emergent, volatile nationalism arising 
among the Irish living outside of Canada. Public expressions of loyalty 
from Upper Canadian and Maritimes Irish bishops would be shaped by 
their reactions to the activities of Irish nationalists in the United States, 
Ireland, and some parts of British North, America, who were determined to 
use physical force to win Irish freedom. Fenianism cast doubt on Catholic 
loyalty to the new Confederation, which prompted loud defences from 
bishops, many of whom had not considered it necessary to utter publicly their 
support for Confederation before 1866.16 Depending on region, culture, and 
temperament, not all bishops sat in all three of these “uncomfortable pews” 
(French Canadian Catholic culture, Catholic education, Catholic loyalty), 
but all of the bishops found themselves pondering the life and health of the 

14 Tromblay, “Thomas Louis Connolly (1815-1876),” 307.
15 For the purposes of this study the bishops in Prince Edward Island and 

Newfoundland have been excluded from the discussion. Their provinces did not join 
the new Confederation in 1867, but more importantly there is little to nothing in the 
personal papers of the bishops in these provinces to suggest that they were interested 
in the project. The Church in Newfoundland had historically kept its distance from the 
Canadian Church, suspicious of attempts to incorporate the Diocese of St. John’s into 
the ecclesiastical province of Québec. Bishop J.T. Mullock of St. John’s suggested some 
educational benefits of the Union, but generally remained uncommitted to the project. 
Bishop Peter McIntyre of Charlottetown, expressed interest in Maritime Union and the 
possible enhancement of Catholic education, but appeared indifferent to Union with 
Canada. Wilson, “Roman Catholics and the Confederation Movement,”108 and 110-1; 
and Public Archives of New Brunswick, Bishop Rogers Papers, F-7652, McIntyre to 
James Rogers, 26 October 1866.

16 Wilson, “Roman Catholics and the Confederation Movement,” 65, 94-5, 101, 
and 107.
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Faith in Canada, if some or all of these concerns were not addressed in a 
way acceptable to them. Of the three primary areas of Catholic episcopal 
engagement in politics (family, education, public decency), only the issue 
of public decency (censorship) was left unaddressed by the bishops, who 
likely considered the new union no threat to the moral norms of society.

First Uncomfortable Pew: Cultural Questions

During the earliest negotiations about what the new constitutional 
arrangement might look like George Etienne Cartier, a leader of Canada 
East’s dominant, pro-clerical, and conservative Bleu Party, rejected the 
notion put forward by Macdonald and others that a legislative union should 
be the constitutional foundation of the new county. Cartier’s insistence on 
a federal system of governance, wherein provinces would exist and control 
such matters as education, health, and social services, was a deal-breaker for 
his caucus. In what has been described by some historians as Cartier’s vision 
of creating a French Canadian homeland, the province of Québec would 
protect Roman Catholicism, French language and culture, by ensuring that 
the French Catholic majority in the province would control political affairs 
and would be insulated from the Protestant majority elsewhere.17 What was 
not for a Catholic bishop to appreciate in this approach? Provincial control 
of education would protect Catholic schools, and other divisions of power in 
the new constitution would safeguard the presence of hospitals and charities 
operated by an expanding network of male and female religious orders. 
Newspapers known for their close ties to the episcopate and the Bleus, such 
as Le Minerve, endorsed the Confederation plan.18 Youthful Louis-François 
Laflèche, the vicar general of the Diocese of Trois Rivières, used his close 
political contact with Cartier’s Bleus, acquired the documents from the 
Québec Conference, read them, and, although not holding any illusions 
that the deal was perfect, regarded the proposed constitution as a “platform 
of salvation” from the sectarian and sectional bitterness inherent in the 
existing Province of Canada.19 For Laflèche, Confederation offered peace 
and protection for French Canadian Catholics in an environment where they 
would be able “to live under the same sky, to live as brothers, to place this 
under the title of a common mother country.”20

17 A.I. Silver, The French Canadian Idea of Confederation, 1864-1900 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1982), 16, 34-7, 41-5, and 50. Parliamentary Debates on 
the Subject of Confederation, 3rd Session, 8th Provincial Parliament of Canada, 7 February 
1865, Mr. Cartier (Montreal East), 60-2 (Québec: Hunter & Rose, 1865).

18 Ullmann, 57.
19 Ullmann, 53.
20 Ibid., 54.
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Ullmann is essentially correct when he points out the lack of public 
pronouncements by other French Canadian bishops on the Confederation 
issue. In a practical sense, however, Bishop Thomas Cooke of Trois Rivières 
and Archbishop Pierre-Flavien Turgeon of Québec were both gravely ill and 
therefore were not closely engaged with the political issues of the day. And 
one might agree with Ullmann that Turgeon’s coadjutor, Charles-Francois 
Baillargeon, was reluctant to assert himself on any major issue while his 
superior was still alive.21 Ullmann’s interpretation of Bourget’s silence in 
Montreal is more perplexing. Here one can agree with Roberto Perin that, 
when considered within the role of his episcopate, Bourget was canny in his 
approach to Confederation and was behaving as was expected of a bishop of 
his time. Bourget was not unaware of what was contained in the resolutions 
passed at the Québec conference, and behind the scenes he struggled to 
defeat at least one of its provisions: the transfer of the power of divorce to 
the proposed federal government.22 For Bourget, this was a surrender, at 
least by Catholics, of power over marriage to a federal House of Commons 
that would be dominated by Protestants. While his correspondents argued 
that this would make divorce harder to get for Catholics, which should be 
pleasing to the shepherds of the Faith, Bourget considered the Church’s 
prohibitions on divorce in better hands if under the control of the Catholic-
dominated provincial assembly. Since Bleu politicians argued that the 
Québec resolutions had to be voted on en bloc, Bourget’s arguments fell on 
deaf ears. Nevertheless, as the Civil Code of the new proposed province of 
Québec was being revised, Bourget did secure property ownership rights for 
religious orders, which would solidify control of the Church over a variety 
of institutions key to the protection of Catholic culture.23

Thus, Bourget was engaged with the Confederation process, but 
behind the scenes and focused on issues that were germane to his office as 
a Catholic bishop. On the more practical side Bourget knew that making 
a public statement on the constitutional process was fraught with danger 
for his office. Public endorsement of Confederation after 1865 would have 
placed him in public agreement with two Catholic politicians for whom 
he had little time. George-Etienne Cartier, a Montreal MP, was also the 
solicitor for the Sulpician Order, which had been a thorn in Bourget’s side 
over the division of Notre Dame Parish. Given the historic tensions between 
the Bishop of Montreal and the Sulpician Order, a public endorsement of 
Cartier’s plan was unlikely.24 Secondly, another Montreal MP, Thomas 

21 Ibid., 50
22 Perin, “Clerics and the Constitution,” 38-40.
23 Ibid., 40-1.
24 Brian Young, George-Etienne Cartier: Montreal Bourgeois (Montreal & 

Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1981), 82.
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D’Arcy McGee, had been part of the resistance to Bourget when he attempted 
to divide St. Patrick’s parish, which would have destroyed the Irish numerical 
majority there. A vexed Bourget would not be seen as supporting the pro-
Confederation McGee, whom the prelate could not forget had been once 
allied with the anti-Catholic George Brown.25 On the opposite side, had 
Bourget publicly cast doubt on Confederation, he would have been seen as 
holding the same position as the Parti Rouges and its anti-clerical base. Such 
a publicly perceived common interest between him and the politicians that 
actively supported the anathematized Institute Canadien was too scandalous 
for Bourget to contemplate.26

In the end, the French Canadian Bishops, including Bourget, endorsed 
Confederation on the eve of its promulgation or shortly thereafter.27 This is 
what one would expect a bishop to do in that age, profess their loyalty to 
the duly constituted authority—in this case from the Crown as represented 
in a disparate group of provinces, to a Crown that now reigned over a new 
dominion. Their own correspondence indicates that they worked behind 
the scenes to avoid the discomfort of a situation that would place Catholic 
faith and morals in jeopardy. In the new provincial status for Québec, they 
had secured a future for the Church. Laflèche recognized this early on. But 
a youthful intellectual like Laflèche, who was without an official episcopal 
see, could wax on the strength of the new union to protect the Faith. He had 
neither the public persona of his episcopal colleagues, nor as large stakes 
as Bourget to risk in a public pronouncement. Ullmann got part of the story 
but not all of it.

Second Uncomfortable Pew: Educational Rights for Catholics

In Catholic Québec, the new constitutional arrangement gave the 
provincial government, and, therefore, the Catholic majority, control over 
the education system and therein secured the continued existence of Catholic 
schools. For bishops in the other provinces where Roman Catholics were a 
minority, the Confederation agreement provided a more serious problem. 
Whether Catholic schools were established in law or not, the question of the 
day for Bishop John Joseph Lynch of Toronto, John Horan of Kingston, or 
Archbishop Thomas Louis Connolly of Halifax was—would the Protestant 

25 David Wilson, Thomas D’Arcy McGee, Vol 2: The Extreme Moderate, 1857-1868 
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011), 83 and 301.

26 For more details of the Rouges see, Jean-Paul Bernard, Les Rouges; libéralisme, 
nationalisme et anticléricalisme au milieu du XIXe siècle, (Montréal: Presses de 
l’Université du Québec, 1971).

27 Wilson, “Roman Catholics and the Confederation Movement,” 119; Ullmann, 
65-9.
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majorities, who would dominate the other provincial legislatures, respect 
the right of Catholic minorities to have state-assisted schools? Canada West 
(later Ontario) had a system of legally sanctioned, state-supported separate 
Catholic schools, whereas Nova Scotia possessed Catholic schools in the 
Halifax area by gentleman’s agreement,28 and New Brunswick had a single 
school system in which denominational schools existed in areas where the 
population was heavily weighted to a specific denomination, and which 
could apply to the legislature for school funds.29

Three of the bishops of Canada West, Lynch in Toronto, Horan in 
Kingston, and John Farrell of Hamilton, were particularly anxious about the 
future of state assistance to Catholic separate schools in any new arrangement 
that placed them at the mercy of the Protestant majority. Provisions for 
Protestant and Catholic separate schools had first been established by the Day 
Act of 1841, and Catholic schools had been further established in law by the 
Taché Act of 1855, which provided the Catholics the right to manage their 
schools independently of the Common Schools. The contentious Scott Act 
of 1863 provided Catholic schools with the opportunity to secure equitable 
funding from the Province of Canada.30 The Catholic bishops were delighted 
by the passage of the Scott Act,31 but the legacy of this enhancement of 
the Taché Act left many Protestants and some Catholic laymen in Canada 
West uneasy. The Reformers and Clear Grits, predominantly Protestants, 
opposed both these separate school laws, which were ultimately passed by 
the weight of Bleu support from Canada East and John A. Macdonald’s 
Liberal-Conservative minority in Canada West. This violation of the “double 
majority” principle upheld by Reformers, was a sign that the Union did 
not work; George Brown considered that since the majority of legislators 
in Canada West opposed funding for Catholic schools, such measures as 
the Scott Act ought not to have been thrust upon them by the large French 
Catholic majority of legislators from the “other” side of the Ottawa River. 
For Brown and his Grits, this issue demonstrated how the Union in its current 
form was dysfunctional. In this light, the separate school question became 
the “godmother” of Confederation, convincing opponents like Brown that a 
new constitutional arrangement was required to end the Union, implement 

28 Tromblay, 300.
29 Terrence Murphy, “John Sweeny,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 13 (1901-

1910) (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), 1005.
30 Franklin Walker, Catholic Education and Politics in Upper Canada (Toronto:

J.M Dent & Sons, 1955): 250-289. John S. Moir, Church and State in Canada West 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1959), 168-75.

31 LAC, Richard Scott Papers, Vol. 3, John J. Lynch to Scott, 18 March 1863; 
telegram from Lynch to Scott, 6 May 1863.
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representation by population, and expand the possibilities of exploiting the 
western territories.32

The Catholic bishops became troubled by any new constitutional 
arrangement that potentially undermined the financial stability and legal 
entrenchment of Catholic separate schools by placing education at the 
mercy of assemblies controlled by a Protestant majority. Unlike in Québec, 
where the Catholic majority would protect Catholic schools, Catholics in 
the other provinces were vulnerable. Moreover, any attempt by Bishops 
Lynch, Farrell, or Horan to advance Ontario’s Catholic schools to a point 
of parity with the rights enjoyed by Protestant dissentient schools in Québec 
was rebuffed by Clear Grit and Reform politicians and by Egerton Ryerson, 
the Superintendent of Schools in Canada West. For Ryerson, Brown and 
others, the Scott Act was understood as being the “final” word on publicly 
funded Catholic schools.33 For Bishop Lynch and the Catholic Church, the 
changing of the constitutional arrangements was considered enough reason to 
revise the provisions of the Scott Act, particularly when the Catholic Church 
in Québec was prepared to accept the amelioration of Protestant schools in 
Québec. Lynch clearly articulated the views of Canada West’s bishops when 
he told Macdonald: “I am glad to find that the Catholic minority of Upper 
Canada is put in the balance as regards religion and education against the 
Protestant minority of Lower Canada. We will ask no right or privilege for 
ourselves that we will not see with pleasure granted to others.”34

Given that the promotion of Catholic education was an issue that cut 
to the heart of a bishop’s responsibility to his flock, it is not surprising that 
Lynch and others were publicly engaged on the issue of advancing the rights 
of publicly funded denominational schools. Privately, as early as 1864, in 
a letter to Macdonald, Lynch endorsed the Confederation project.35 Given 
Macdonald’s support of the Scott bills, Lynch recognized in him an ally on 
the issue of separate schools. Publicly, Lynch was also clear on the thorny 
issue of the finality of the Scott Act of 1863: “The term savored too much 
of the perfection of human progress and seemed to place a bar to the claims 
and exigencies of the future. … since the British North American provinces 
wish to take a consolidated form …I consider we should be wanting greatly 
in zeal for the good of posterity were we to content ourselves with anything 

32 Moir, Church and State, 174.
33 Ibid, 175; Walker, 298-303.
34 ARCAT, Lynch Papers, L AF02.11, Copy of Lynch to Macdonald, 13 December 

1864.
35 Cited in Wilson, “Roman Catholics and the Confederation Movement,” 65. LAC, 

Macdonald Papers, John Joseph Lynch to Macdonald, 13 December 1864; ARCAT, Lynch 
Papers, L AF02.12, Macdonald to Lynch, 19 December 1864.
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less than the Protestant minority of Lower Canada have.”36 While the Robert 
Bell Bill for Canada West and a similar motion to enhance separate schools 
was sponsored by Alexander Galt for Protestants in Canada East, both bills 
failed, as the majority of MPs refused to expand funding provisions and 
governance of denominational schools before Confederation.37 Lynch and his 
fellow prelates, however, were pleased by the inclusion of Section 93 of the 
British North America Act. Adapting the idea of security for denominational 
schools that was included in section 43 of the Québec Resolutions in 1864, 
Section 93 of the BNA Act guaranteed both Catholic and Protestants their 
rights to separate schools in Ontario and Québec, as they existed in law at 
the time of Confederation. It would be the right of the federal government 
to intercede with powers of disallowance or remedial legislation, should 
provinces impinge upon these rights.38

Section 93 clearly satisfied Catholic bishops in what would become 
Ontario, but this was not the case in Nova Scotia or, perhaps, New Brunswick. 
In New Brunswick, under the ambiguous School Act of 1858, all public 
schools were denominational in some fashion and thus were not considered 
by religious groups to be in danger.39 In Halifax, however, Archbishop 
Thomas Connolly was anxious to have Catholic schools supported from 
the education funds made available by the Nova Scotia Assembly, under 
the terms of Premier Charles Tupper’s education bill of 1865. Connolly’s 
friendship and political ties with Tupper helped the latter to concede that the 
Board of Education in the Halifax and Sydney regions might extend coverage 
to existing Catholic schools.40 For Connolly the issue of securing the rights 
of Catholic schools in the Maritime provinces on an equal footing with the 
separate schools of the Canadas was his highest priority as the constitutional 
talks shifted from Québec to Westminster. Already on the public record as 
supporting Confederation for reasons of economic betterment and defense 
against the Americans, it was urgent for Connolly to work privately and 
publicly to secure Catholic education rights. Knowing that the only two 
Catholic politicians officially representing the pro-Confederation coalition 
at the Westminster Conference in 1866 were George-Etienne Cartier and 
Hector-Louis Langevin, both French Canadians, Connolly underwrote 
his own passage and accommodations to engage the Canadians and 
British at Westminster on the issue of the inclusion of minority rights for 

36 Leader, 2 March 1865, as cited in H.C. McKeown, The Life and Labors of the 
Most Rev. John Joseph Lynch (Montreal & Toronto: James A. Sadlier, 1886), 306.

37 Moir, Church and State, 178-9.
38 British North America Act, Section 93.
39 Peter Toner, “The New Brunswick Schools Question,” Canadian Catholic 

Historical Association, Study Sessions, 37 (1970): 88-9.
40 John Flynn., ed., Catholic Schools Across Canada (Toronto: Canadian Catholic 

School Trustees Association, 2003), 47.
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denominational schools.41 Despite having actively influenced the inclusion 
of Section 93 in the BNA Act, Connolly failed to have the delegates open 
up the section to include the Maritime Provinces. Delegates considered this 
to be above and beyond what they could do without consent of the local 
legislative assemblies. Lord Carnarvon and others convinced Connolly that 
he could use the short window of time between the passage of the Act in 
March, 1867, and its implementation on July 1, 1867, to have the Maritime 
legislatures pass the needed legislation to enhance denominational schools 
so that the new status of the schools would be covered by section 93 when 
the BNA Act came into effect.

Connolly’s hopes were dashed upon his return to Halifax. Tupper’s 
fragile majority in the Nova Scotia legislature saw the advancement of 
Catholic schools as dangerous.42 Tupper knew he faced certain defeat within 
his own caucus on the issue. In the New Brunswick legislature, the recently 
returned pro-Confederate Party of Peter Mitchell and Leonard Tilly were in 
no mood to accord such protection to Catholic schools. In New Brunswick, 
the Mitchell government assumed that Acadian and Irish Catholics were 
anti-Confederates and partly responsible for the election of Albert Smith’s 
anti-Confederate government in 1865. Catholic editor Timothy Warren 
Anglin, through the pages of The Freeman, took every opportunity to deride 
the pro-Confederation positions of fellow countryman Thomas D’Arcy 
McGee, while warning that Confederation was merely the beginning of a 
Canadian takeover of the lower provinces.43

It did not help that Bishop John Sweeny of Saint John, who was equally 
fearful of the Protestant population of Canada West and anxious lest his 
plans for renewed Irish migration to New Brunswick be disturbed, privately 
supported the anti-Confederates.44 His silence might also be seen as one 
of timidity, given that his ecclesiastical superior (Connolly) was noted 
for his pro-Confederation stance, and that his Archbishop believed that 
the new constitutional arrangement safeguarded Catholic rights. Connolly 
came to accept his defeat on securing school rights, and he claimed to 
Tupper privately that his commitment to Confederation never wavered: 
“Confederation was a big question beyond the ordinary range of politics 
from the beginning, as you are aware, I committed myself to it body and 

41 Tromblay, 325-30.
42 Tromblay, 346-9; Wilson, “Roman Catholics and the Confederation Movement,” 

133-4.
43 William M Baker, Timothy Warren Anglin, 1822-96: Irish Catholic Canadian 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977), 74-5.
44 Ibid, 78; Murphy, 1005; Wilson, “Roman Catholics and the …,” 42 and 45.
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soul and I have yet to regret anything said or done in connection with it.”45 
On the eve of Confederation, Connolly had the support of Bishop James 
Rogers of Chatham (Bathurst) and Colin MacKinnon of Arichat (Antigonish). 
While MacKinnon supported Connolly’s proposed advancement for separate 
schools, it was less of an uncomfortable pew for him, since Catholics tended 
to dominant large portions of his eastern Nova Scotia Diocese, and thus local 
public schools had much of a Catholic flavour even without the official status.

The Third Uncomfortable Pew: Loyalty

A third uncomfortable pew threatened the very principle upon which 
rested the Catholic Church’s relationship with the Protestant Crown: the 
issue of loyalty. While consistent professions of loyalty from Catholic 
bishops in British North America contributed to constructive, business-like, 
and often friendly official relationships between the Catholic Church and 
the state, the relations between Catholics and their Protestant neighbours 
could be less cordial. The intensity of sectarian relationships in British 
North America varied from region to region, and was often affected by 
the timing of events, particular issues, or routine public rituals such as 
parades or public meetings.46 Both external events in Europe, such as the 
advancement of ultramontane Catholicism in its renewed sense of church 
militant and triumphant, or local events in British North America, such as 
Catholic school legislation, brought cries of “papal aggression” from some 
segments of the Protestant community. On the other hand, the disruption of 
religious processions by Protestant ruffians, the vandalizing of churches or 
convents, or discriminatory practices in doling out government patronage 
evoked cries of “Orange bigotry” from some in Catholic circles. The role 
of the bishop included preserving the faith and morals of his people, and 
this often demanded that he ensure that his community was safe, secure, 
respectable, and treated as equal citizens in their country. For this reason, it 
is not hard to see that in provinces of British North America where Catholics 

45 LAC, R12555-0-4-E, Charles Tupper Fonds, Vol. 1, Thomas L. Connolly to 
Tupper, 22 March 1871.

46 John S. Moir, “Toronto’s Protestants and Their Perceptions of Their Roman 
Catholic Neighbours,” in Mark G. McGowan and Brian P. Clarke, eds, Catholics at the 
“Gathering Place”: Historical Essays on the Archdiocese of Toronto, 1841-1991 (Toronto: 
Canadian Catholic Historical Association, 1993), 313-28. See also, J. R. Miller, “Anti-
Catholicism in Canada: From the British Conquest to the Great War,” in Terrence Murphy 
and Gerald Stortz, eds., Creed and Culture: The Place of English-speaking Catholics in 
Canadian Society, 1750-1930 (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
1993): 25-48. Neil Gregor Smith, “Religious Tensions in Pre-Confederation Politics,” 
Canadian Journal of Theology 9 (1963): 248-62. Scott W. See, Riots in New Brunswick: 
Orange Nativism and Social Violence in the 1840s (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1993).
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were a minority (outside of Canada East), bishops sought to reinforce the 
notions of the patriotic citizenship of their flock, as a principle they believed 
was embedded in their Catholic faith.

On the eve of the British North American Confederation, the task of the 
Irish Catholic bishops in promoting the respectability and loyalty of their 
citizens was complicated by the rise of physical-force Irish nationalism in 
Ireland and the United States. British North America’s Irish Catholic bishops 
were not unanimous in their appraisal of the state of the Irish in the provinces. 
In Halifax, Archbishop Thomas Louis Connolly had been the most ardent 
episcopal supporter of Confederation, reasoning it to be a reasonable defence 
against American annexation.47 In January 1866, an enthusiastic Connolly 
wrote to Arthur Gordon, the Lieutenant Governor of New Brunswick, that 
the Irish Catholics in the British colonies were living a far superior life than 
their confreres in the United States. Reflecting on his own see of Halifax, 
Connolly was confident that Catholics, particularly the Irish, were free 
from the discrimination and hardship they faced in Ireland and the United 
States.48 A vocal advocate for Confederation and an ally of Nova Scotia 
Premier Charles Tupper, Connolly’s trumpeting of the benefits of British 
North American residence for Irish Catholics was a means by which the 
Archbishop could try to distance his flock from charges of disloyalty or, 
worse, allegiance with the Fenian Brotherhood. The letter was eventually 
printed for public consumption across the Maritimes.

Connolly’s public professions of Irish advantage under the British 
Crown did not meet with widespread agreement among his episcopal 
colleagues of Irish birth or descent. His suffragan John Sweeny, in Saint 
John, remained silent on both Fenianism and Confederation, and remains 
somewhat of an enigma in the Confederation discussions. A founder of the 
Irishmen’s Literary and Benevolent Society of Saint John and a promoter 
of Irish colonization in the Province, Sweeny was certainly concerned about 
the fate of Irish Catholicism in a Canada dominated by Protestants outside 
of Québec. Many years after Confederation, he permitted Father John J. 
O’Shea Walsh, his secretary, to offer a lecture that included allusions to the 
permissibility of taking up arms for Irish liberty.49 By his silence, Sweeny, 

47 Tromblay, 312.
48 Halifax Morning Chronicle, 13 January 1866. See also Archives of the 

Archdiocese of Toronto (ARCAT), John J. Lynch Papers, L AE 0614, Connolly to Lynch 
, 12 March 1866.

49 James Siniscalchi, “Navigating the Contested Realm of Irish Nationalism: Father 
John Walsh’s “Clan-Na-Gael’ Speech, 1885” (Unpublished MA 2000 Paper, University of 
Toronto, 2016). My thanks to colleagues David Wilson and Peter Toner for the reference.
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“who generally shied away from the political arena,”50 may have considered 
that his flock was threatened less by the Fenians, than they were by the 
Orangemen of Ontario, but may have also confirmed in the minds of some 
New Brunswick Protestants that Catholics were disloyal for not supporting 
the pro-Confederate forces of Tilly and Mitchell.

Demonstrating once again that all Irish bishops do not think alike, 
Bishop Lynch of Toronto eventually sent a fifteen-page letter refuting 
Connolly’s claims about the benefits to the Irish of living in the British 
provinces.51 In 1864, Lynch had informed the bishops of Ireland about 
what he considered the “evils of improvident emigration” to British 
North America” in a pamphlet that had become the focus of considerable 
controversy.52 Lynch reflected on Irish Catholic life in Canada West, where 
he itemized how the Orange Order systematically discriminated against 
Catholics through institutionalized bigotry and violence. Lynch was still 
smarting from a riot caused by young Orange ruffians in June 1864, when 
Catholic families marched in a Corpus Christi procession on the grounds 
of St. Michael’s Cathedral and the Episcopal Palace.53 He was quick to 
point out that the climate in the United States, where he had spent fourteen 
years as a missionary, and the American economy made for much better 
opportunities and living conditions for the Irish Catholics there. Not to be 
out done, Connolly sent Lynch a twelve-page reply concluding, “I deplore 
the sad state of Toronto as an exception but I believe that Catholicity, here 
is in a better position than in any other spot I know of.”54 Three things 
upon which Lynch and Connolly could agree were that a constitutional 
approach to Irish autonomy was the most acceptable course of action; that 
it was incumbent upon them as leaders to assert the loyal citizenship of Irish 
Catholics as the provinces broached the formation of a new country; and 
that Thomas D’Arcy McGee was a valuable asset for Irish Catholic citizens 
as the Confederation deal was being negotiated.

Clearly, however, the formation of the Fenian Brotherhood in Ireland 
and the United States in 1858 and their threat to invade the British American 
Colonies was a most “uncomfortable pew” for Bishops Lynch, Connolly, 
Horan, Farrell, MacKinnon, Rogers, and Sweeny. True to Catholic teaching, 

50 Terrence Murphy, “Bishop John Sweeny,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography 
vol. 13 (1901-1910) (Toronto: UTP, 1994): 1005.

51 ARCAT, Lynch Papers, L AE 0610, Lynch to Connolly, 1 February 1866.
52 Gerald J. Stortz, “Archbishop Lynch’s The Evils of Wholesale and Improvident 

Emigration from Ireland,” Eire-Ireland 18, no. 2 (1983): 6-16.
53 Toronto Globe, 30 May 1864 and Irish Canadian, 1 June 1864. ARCAT, Lynch 

papers, L AG01.02, Lynch to Mayor F.H. Medcalf, 28 May 1864; Lynch to Etienne Taché, 
3 June 1864; Lynch to Viscount Charles Stanley Monck, Governor General, 5 June 1864.

54 ARCAT, Lynch Papers, L AE06.14, Connolly to Lynch, 12 March 1866.
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the bishops, particularly Lynch and Connolly, were public in their rebuke 
of the Fenian Brotherhood as a prohibited secret society with violent 
intentions.55 Bishops Lynch, Farrell, and Horan were also wary of Fenian 
sympathizers within Toronto’s Hibernian Benevolent Society, which had 
been formed in 1863 as a public defense against Orange and Protestant 
bigotry. Peter Toner has claimed that pro-Confederates “used the equation 
of loyalty with Confederation.”56 While this may be over generalized for 
all of the British provinces, its validity probably is most evident in the 
Maritimes, where the Fenian scare did prompt, in 1866, Bishops MacKinnon 
and Rogers to denounce the Irish revolutionary society and then add their 
own formal public endorsements of Confederation for the first time.57 Such 
pronouncements were not atypical of the behaviour of nineteenth-century 
colonial bishops, who had previously not seen it necessary to publicly 
weigh-in on a constitutional agreement, but now found it necessary to do so 
for the life and public respectability of the Catholics entrusted to their care. 
Connolly was unequivocal in his denunciation of the Fenians, although he 
needed no further proof of his loyalty and commitment to the Confederation 
project. Commenting after his visit to Ireland, Connolly lamented: “Oh for 
my country ... I could have wept. I could have sunk into the earth with shame 
and mortification. To dignify such an insane movement with the name of 
rebellion would be an insult to common sense as it would be giving a false 
meaning to the expression.”58

The urgency of most Celtic bishops to proclaim their loyalty in the 
context of the Fenian scare was understandable. As David Wilson has 
demonstrated in his most recent work, the Fenians were not just an external 
threat to the provinces; there were Fenian cells alive and well within the
Irish Catholic communities in Canada’s major cities and towns, and
the movement that promised to hold British North America hostage by 
force of arms in exchange for Ireland’s freedom had won the sympathy 
of a small but significant minority of Irish Canadians.59 In the eyes of the 
Catholic episcopate, the Fenian scare and the threat of invasion by thousands 
of recently demobilized Irish from the armies of the American Civil War 
was real, and raised too many doubts in the minds of Protestant Canadians 
about the loyalty of all Irish Catholics in the proposed Confederation. 

55 Wilson, “Roman Catholic …,” 101-2 and 107; Wilson, McGee, 180 and 212; 
ARCAT, Lynch Papers, L AE02.12, Circular Letter, 10 March 1866.

56 Peter Toner, “The New Brunswick Schools Question,” CCHA Study Sessions, 
37 (1970), 87.

57 Ibid., 87; Halifax Morning Chronicle, 20 April 1866 and 23 May 1866.
58 Thomas Louis Connolly, Funeral Oration on the Late Thomas D’Arcy McGee 

(Halifax: Compton & Co., 1868), 9.
59 David A. Wilson, “The Fenians of Montreal, 1862-68: Invasion, Intrigue and 

Assassination,” Eire-Ireland 38, no. 3-4 (Fall-Winter, 2003).
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The Hibernians’ clandestine marches in Toronto in 1864, the sympathies 
rendered to the Fenian Brotherhood by Catholic editor Patrick Boyle 
through the pages of the Irish Canadian, and the eventual invasion of the 
provinces at Campobello Island (New Brunswick), Eccles Hill (Canada 
East), and at Limestone Ridge (Canada West), were taken as evidence 
that no Irish Catholics were to be completely trusted. Bishops thus had 
a responsibility to step into the breach and proclaim Catholic loyalty and 
eradicate Hibernophobia.60

For his part, Bishop Lynch of Toronto, despite his known nationalist 
sympathies, wanted to make clear his condemnation of violence and the 
loyalty of the Irish Catholics in British North America to the Crown. At the 
city’s St. Patrick’s Day parade in 1864 he publicly expressed his loyalty and 
that of his flock, but said such professions neither made him any less a lover 
of Ireland, nor disinclined to speak out about the poverty and oppression in 
his homeland. He desired for Ireland what Canada already enjoyed.61 When 
radical elements appeared within Toronto’s Irish community the following 
year, he requested the suspension of the St. Patrick’s Day parade in Toronto; 
such action was designed to quash revolutionary nationalist speeches and to 
avoid violence. Toronto’s Hibernians complied but ignored a similar request in 
1866. Prompted by letters from McGee,62 Lynch’s public message on the eve 
of Confederation was unequivocal: “We deeply deplore the uneasy feeling and 
excitement caused by a threatened invasion by lawless men who, pretending 
to remedy the evils of Ireland, would inflict dreadful injury on the peaceful 
inhabitants of these provinces. We need not point out to Catholics, in the event 
of such a violation of right, their duty as loyal subjects to repel the invasion 
and to defend their homes, for loyalty is a virtue, and it is also a duty towards 
the government under which we have liberty, protection, and just laws. As 
ministers of Christ and the God of Peace, we stand between the vestibule and 
the altar with uplifted hands, to implore the God of Mercy to preserve us in 
tranquility and peace.”63 While Lynch had strong nationalist feelings of his 
own, as a Catholic bishop he was compelled to denounce violent nationalism. 
Similarly, Connolly was sympathetic to improving the lot of his kinsmen in 
Ireland, but he rejected the Fenians as “wretched, deluded and Godless.”64

The Fenians under Colonel John O’Neill did cross the Niagara frontier 
and on 2 June 1866, They encountered the Canadian militia, including some 

60 ARCAT, Lynch Papers, L AE06.04, Vicar General John Walsh to Lynch [on 
Hibernians], 8 November 1864.

61 Globe, 18 March 1864.
62 ARCAT, Lynch Papers, L AF03.08, McGee to Lynch 7 March 1866.
63 Globe, 18 March 1866 and ARCAT, Lynch Papers, L AE02.12, Circular Letter, 

10 March 1866.
64 Tromblay, 252.
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University of Toronto students, at Ridgeway (Limestone Ridge), and won 
the engagement, although the Fenian army, fearing the arrival of British 
reinforcements for the militia, then withdrew across the Niagara River. 
Ontario was thrown into a panic, and Catholics were now under close scrutiny 
as potential traitors in the midst.65 On the eve of Confederation, the bishops 
needed to profess loyalty loudly. Connolly publically endorsed McGee in 
the upcoming elections, and Lynch corresponded closely with Macdonald 
to secure a useful political alliance in the new province of Ontario.66 The 
“uncomfortable pew” of potential Catholic disloyalty would not be easily 
remedied for decades, but Catholic bishops used private channels within the 
evolving political system to create a network of Catholic and non-Catholic 
politicians who were sympathetic to Catholic issues and positions.

In retrospect, with the exception of the outspoken Connolly and scholarly 
Laflèche, the Catholic bishops of British North America behaved as one 
might expect a Catholic bishop to do within a British colonial context for that 
time. They rarely strayed into public constitutional debates unless the faith 
and morality of their Catholic flock was threatened. With issues of marriage 
and the family, denominational schools, and public decency as prime issues 
of concern for them in the public square the bishops spoke accordingly. With 
French language, culture, and religion appearing secure within Cartier’s 
vision of a Québec homeland for French Canadians, there was little for 
the French Canadian bishops to add. When denominational education was 
threatened, Connolly, Lynch and Horan made their presence felt, both behind 
the scenes in negotiating with politicians and in the corridors adjacent to the 
Conference of Westminster. When potential Fenian incursions threatened to 
marginalize Catholics as disloyal, bishops stepped into the breach to defend 
the principle of Catholic loyalty that had been established as early as 1760.

The actions of the bishops in the 1860s are made sensible when scholars 
are prepared to see them as nineteenth-century colonial bishops, and allow 
for them to play the role they understood to be their primary responsibility 
under a Protestant Crown. After Confederation and the shift of political 
focus from Westminster to Ottawa, the bishop’s role would be recast and 
they would exercise new liberties in the public square. But that is a larger 
story for another time.

65 Peter Vronsky, Ridgeway: The American Fenian Invasion and the 1866 Battle 
That Made Canada (Toronto: Allan Lane, 2011). See also Anglican Church General 
Synod Archives, “Journal of the Synod of the United Church of England and Ireland,” 
(Toronto), 8 August 1866.

66 Thomas Louis Connolly, Letter from His Grace the Archbishop of Halifax to 
Henry J. Clarke on the Claims of Thomas D’Arcy McGee (Halifax: Compton & Co., 
1867). LAC, John A Macdonald Fonds, Lynch to Macdonald ,13 December 1864.
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CCHA Historical Studies, 84 (2018), 26-47

Between Charity and Providence:
Valued Virtues and Authorial Choices

in Rewriting the Annals of the Ursulines
of Québec City, 1689

Entre charité et Providence :
des vertus valorisées et des choix 

auctoriaux dans la réécriture des Annales 
des Ursulines de Québec, 1689

Kimberly Main

Abstract: When the Ursuline monastery in Québec City burnt in October 
1686, it destroyed not only the buildings, but also, many precious convent 
records, including the annals, which had been kept since the since the 
monastery’s founding in 1639. The decisions made while rewriting the 
annals, a task performed primarily by Mère Anne Bourdon de Ste-Agnès, 
reflect editorial choices that privileged using the annals to illustrate acts 
of charity, both by the nuns or their benefactors, and the role of Divine 
Providence in supplying and protecting the nuns from the numerous trials of 
colonial existence. Formed by these spiritual values, which were becoming 
prominent in devout Catholic circles, the author’s omissions and emphases 
begin to make more sense and point towards the nuns creating a sacred 
and didactic history of their monastery’s foundation that centered on the 
remembrance of their benefactors.

Résumé : Lorsque le monastère des Ursulines brûla en octobre 1686, 
l’incendie détruisit non seulement les bâtiments, mais aussi de précieux 
documents du couvent, y compris les annales, qui y furent préservées 
depuis la fondation du monastère en 1639. Les décisions prises lors de la 
réécriture des annales, tâche accomplie surtout par mère Anne Bourdon 
de Ste-Agnès, reflètent les choix éditoriaux qui privilégiaient l’emploi des 
annales pour illustrer des œuvres de charité à la fois par les religieuses 
et leurs bienfaiteurs, et le rôle de la Providence divine dans la protection 
des religieuses face aux nombreuses épreuves que présentait l’existence 
coloniale. Formée par ces valeurs spirituelles qui devenaient importantes 
dans les cercles catholiques pieux, l’auteure se livra à des omissions et à 
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des mises en valeur significatives, dans la mesure où celles-ci démontraient 
la création par les religieuses d’une histoire sacrée et didactique de la 
fondation de leur monastère qui, elle, soulignait la remémoration de leurs 
bienfaiteurs.

Historians of New France are fortunate that the Ursuline order in 
Québec City recorded the events of their lives, and that these writings 
generally survived the colonial period. The Ursulines were hardly unique 
in writing their Annales, as many convents kept a record, and were, indeed, 
required to do so by their rule or constitutions.1 While different convents 
had different regulations about maintaining a written account of important 
events, the Ursulines appear to have been some of the most dedicated. From 
the time of the nuns’ arrival in Québec City in 1639, they kept a record of 
their lives, providing more than just cursory information dealing with dates 
of the election of superiors and council members or the expansion of their 
buildings.2

In many cases, however, time and circumstance took their toll on 
convents’ written records. One of the greatest threats was fires. The Ursulines 
lost some of their early records, including some of Sr Marie de l’Incarnation’s 
Huron and Algonquin dictionaries, while the Hôtel-Dieu in Québec suffered 
a fire that claimed many of its files in 1755.3 Marie de l’Incarnation was 
rumoured to have thrown important documents – and, presumably, the first 
Annales − out the window during their first fire in 1650.4 While this first 
version may have survived that conflagration, it did not survive the fire of 
20 October 1686, which broke out when the nuns were at Mass.

1 Ursulines de Paris, Les Constitutions des Religieuses Ursulines de la Congrégation 
de Paris: divisées en trois parties (Paris: Louis Jossé, 1705), https://books.google.ca/
books?id=_lmeoyFd54AC&dq=.; Ursulines de Paris, Règlements des religieuses Ursulines 
de la Congrégation de Paris, vol. 3, 3 vols. (Louis Josse, 1705), https://books.google.ca/
books?id=ccT-itXDGMsC&pg=PA1#v=onepage&q&f=false. Archive de Monastère des 
Ursulines de Québec (AMUQ), Annales des Ursuline de Québec Tome 1. 1639-1822. 
Annales 1/E,12,1,0,0,1 1639-1822; SA-1-1-12. The Annales are also sometimes referred 
to as the Vieux Récit.

2 Charlotte Woodford, “Women as Historians: The Case of Early Modern German 
Convents,” German Life and Letters 52, no. 3 (July 1999): 273, illustrates that the 
Frauenworth Benedictine convent’s annals covered similar topics as well as major 
historical events that affected the convent in some way, in their case the Thirty Years’ War.

3 Marie-Emmanuel Chabot, “GUYART, MARIE, Named de l’Incarnation (Martin),” 
accessed 1 May 2018, Dictionary of Canadian Biography (University of Toronto/
Université Laval, 1979 1966), http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/guyart_marie_1E.html.

4 See Marie-Florine Bruneau, Women mystics confront the modern world: Marie de 
l’Incarnation (1599-1672) and Madame Guyon (1648-1717) (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1998), for a brief discussion of Marie de l’Incarnation’s decisions 
about choosing to save or abandon to the fire her various writings. 
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Not long after the fire, in 1689, the nuns saw fit to rewrite the Annales, 
recording on the cover page that it was written “by the survivors of the era of 
foundation, eye witnesses of the facts, but not being able to recall everything 
after 50 years.”5 Historians of religion in New France, and particularly the 
Ursuline monastery, have used the Annales as a key source for discovering 
what happened in the convent.6 But the records constitute more than just 
a historical narrative and rare details about day-to-day life in New France. 
Despite being authored under a collective title, the reconstituted Annales 
reflect the values of the community, and those of their author Mère Anne 
Bourdon de Ste-Agnès. Through a closer examination of the Annales’ 
content and context, this article seeks to uncover what spiritual values were 
privileged in the writing of this narrative.

The Ursulines and their Annales

The Ursulines were founded in Brescia, Italy, by Angela Merici in 1535 
to educate girls and women, and this tradition continued with the foundation 
of the order in New France in 1639. The congregation was created with the 
desire to give both an education in the principles of the Catholic faith as well 
as other skills, including reading. The spirit of the community flourished 
and resulted in numerous houses being established in Italy and France. 
Gradually, two major branches emerged: one that focused on the formal 
education of young girls, and the other on education that was understood 
more broadly and ministered to both young girls and women. By the early 

5 AMUQ, Annales, title page: «  témoins occulaires des faits, mais ne pouvant se 
les rappeler tous, après 50 ans.  »

6 Those scholars include Guy-Marie Oury, Les Ursulines de Québec, 1639-1953 
(Sillery, Québec: Septentrion, 1999); Marguerite Jean, Évolution Des Communautés 
Religieuses de Femmes Au Canada de 1639 À Nos Jours (Montréal: Fides, 1977); 
Christine. Cheyrou, Les Ursulines de Québec : Espaces et Mémoires ([Anjou, Québec]: 
Fides, 2015); Claire Gourdeau, Les Délices de Nos Coeurs : Marie de l’Incarnation et 
Ses Pensionnaires Amérindiennes, 1639-1672 (Sillery, Québec: Septentrion, 1994); Ann 
M. Little, The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2016); Dominique Deslandres, “In the Shadow of the Cloister: Representations 
of Female Holiness in New France,” in Colonial Saints: Discovering the Holy in the 
Americas, 1500-1800, ed. Allan Greer and Jodi Bilinkoff (New York: Routledge, n.d.), 
129-52; Thomas Carr, “Writing the Convent in New France: The Colonialist Rhetoric 
of Canadian Nuns,” Québec Studies 47 (Spring-Summer 2009): 3-23; Glimpses of the 
Monastery : A Brief Sketch of the History of the Ursulines of Québec, during Two 
Hundred Years (Québec: C. Darveau, 1875), http://link.library.utoronto.ca/eir/EIRdetail.
cfm?Resources__ID=519399&T=F; Les Ursulines de Québec : Depuis Leur Établissement 
Jusqu’à Nos Jours. (Québec: C. Darveau, 1863). These last two sources were written by 
the Ursulines in the nineteenth century and relied heavily on the annals. A compilation 
of contemporary writings from the Ursulines of Louisiana can be found in Emily Clark, 
ed., Voices from an Early American Convent: Marie Madeleine Hachard and the New 
Orleans Ursulines, 1727-1760 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2007).
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seventeenth century, most Ursuline monasteries were cloistered under the 
pressure of Tridentine reforms.

Funded by a French lay woman, Madame de la Peltrie, and consisting 
of three nuns, the initial foundation of the Ursulines in Québec merged 
these earlier Ursuline traditions. The Québec nuns added being “cloistered 
missionaries” to their vocation, working to convert Aboriginal girls through 
formal schooling and adult Aboriginals, including men, through ministering 
at the grille (the partition which allowed the nuns to converse with outsiders 
while adhering to cloister).7 The constitutions of the community reflected 
this special mission between 1647-1681, after which Bishop Laval had the 
nuns adopt the rules of the Paris Ursulines, dropping the specific mention 
of this missionary aspect. The Ursulines also concerned themselves with 
the education of the French girls in the colony, and it would remain their 
apostolate even after the decline of their missionary work. Through their 
education activities and various interactions with ancien régime inhabitants, 
the nuns played a crucial role in the life of the colony.8

The annals of the Ursulines in Québec, in the period between 1639 
and 1832, were bound into a single volume. The decision to bind the loose 
leaves together belies the reality that the annals represent numerous accounts, 
written by different hands, over the centuries. They record the important 
events of the convent, while remaining subject to its authors’ editorial 
choices about what should be remembered. There are numerous forgotten 
dates, erasures, and subjective re-retellings, all of which indicate that the 
nuns were involved in an active process of re-writing the past and shaping 
the internal memory of their monastery.9

7 Leslie Choquette, “‘Ces Amazones Du Grand Dieu’: Women and Mission in 
Seventeenth-Century Canada,” French Historical Studies 17, no. 3 (1992): 633.

8 For an overview of the history of the Ursulines in France, see: Marie-Andrée Jégou, 
Les Ursulines Du Faubourg Saint-Jacques À Paris, 1607-1662 : Origine D’un Monastère 
Apostolique, 1re éd., Bibliothèque de l’École Des Hautes Études, v. 82 (Paris: Presses 
universitaires de France, 1981); Claude-Alain Sarre, Vivre Sa Soumission : L’exemple 
Des Ursulines Provençales et Comtadines, 1592-1792 (Paris: Publisud, 1997); Elizabeth 
Rapley, A Social History of the Cloister: Daily Life in the Teaching Monasteries of the 
Old Regime (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001); Laurence 
Lux-Sterritt, Redefining Female Religious Life: French Ursulines and English Ladies in 
Seventeenth-Century Catholicism (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2005); Elizabeth Rapley, 
The Dévotes: Women and Church in Seventeenth-Century France (Kingston and Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990). For a history of the Ursulines in Québec, see 
Jean, Évolution Des Communautés Religieuses de Femmes Au Canada de 1639 À Nos 
Jours; Oury, Les Ursulines de Québec ; Gourdeau, Les Délices de Nos Coeurs ; Choquette, 
“Ces Amazones Du Grand Dieu.”

9 I have used the term “re-retellings” since the first account of an event is already 
a subjecting retelling of the occurrence. The term ‘re-retellings’ accounts for the further 
subjective and edited quality of the Annales. 

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   298323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   29 2018-07-17   09:21:332018-07-17   09:21:33



— 30 — 

There is no real distinction as to where the re-created portion of the 
annals end and the annalist, Mère Anne Bourdon de Ste-Agnès, picks up 
the contemporary history. (Some of the subtler differences will be discussed 
below.) The strongest division comes after Mère Ste-Agnès’ death in 1711. 
At that point the Annales were neglected for seven years, after which the 
new annalist acknowledges Mère Ste-Agnès’ authorship. The missing years 
were attributed to the fact that Mère Ste-Agnès had not named a successor.10 
As the interregnum suggests, despite the stipulations of their constitutions, 
the Ursulines’ record of history was rooted as much in an individual’s 
willingness to carry out the task as in any regulation.

While the Annales act as a fairly reliable repository of “the facts” 
regarding subjects such as the fires, the Ursulines’ teaching mission, and 
their relations with the bishops, this paper argues that the Annales are much 
more than a collection of communally remembered – if individually written 
− lists of benefactors and significant events, in addition to the required notes 
about monastery governance. They were driven by the personal interest and 
ability of its various authors. The main concern of this article is the portion 
of the annals written by Mère Anne Bourdon de Ste-Agnès, whose tenure 
as the congregation’s annalist spanned the challenge of recreating the lost 
records, an editorial task shaped and sharpened by the passage of time, as 
well as fashioning the more quotidian chronicle of the Ursulines’ daily 
existence. It considers her personal influence on the re-telling of events, as 
well as the communal and constitutional values of recognizing charity and 
Divine Providence in a sacred history of the monastery.

The Annalist and the Annals

Anne Bourdon entered the pensionnat on 23 August 1658, aged fourteen, 
because of her mother’s fear of Iroquois attacks, and a feeling that her 
daughter would be safer within the confines of the monastery.11 She entered 
the noviciate soon after, on 8 September 1658.12 In fact, she followed her 
sister Geneviève (Marie de St Joseph) as both a pensionnaire and then as 

10 AMUQ, Annales, 144-145.
11 AMUQ, Registre des Entrées et Sorties des Petites Filles Françaises et Sauvage de 

1641 1/E,3,4,1,1,1,; SA-02-02-16, 30v; Marie-Emmanuel Chabot, “BOURDON, ANNE, 
de Sainte-Agnès,” accessed 18 May 2017 Dictionary of Canadian Biography (University of 
Toronto/Université Laval, 1982 1969), http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/bourdon_anne_2E.
html. AMUQ, Registre des Entrées et Sorties des Petites Filles Françaises et Sauvage 
de 1641 1/E,3,4,1,1,1; SA-02-02-16, 30v; Marie-Emmanuel Chabot, accessed 18 May 
2017, Dictionary of Canadian Biography (University of Toronto/Université Laval, 1982 
1969), http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/bourdon_anne_2E.html. 

12 AMUQ, Régistre des entrées, Vetures et Professions des Religieuses Ursulines 
de Québec, 1647-1787 1/G,1,1,1,1; SA-01-03-05, 1. 
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a nun; Geneviève was the first student of the pensionnat who became an 
Ursuline.13 Other than the founding itself, and connected events, Mère Ste-
Agnès would live through some of the most formative events of the convent’s 
history, including the arrival of Bishop Laval, heightened fears of Iroquois 
and English raids, and the second wave of nuns arriving from France in 
1671. While she missed the earliest years, she herself was the fourth nun 
who entered in Canada, and as part of the early small community she would 
have also been able to consult the sisters who came before her.14

Her own family had been present in the colony since before the arrival 
of the nuns. Her father, Jean Bourdon, and mother, Jacqueline Potel, were 
married in New France in 1635. Bourdon held many positions in the 
colony, including roles as acting governor of Trois-Rivières, head clerk of 
the Communauté des Habitants, and, finally, as the attorney general of the 
Conseil Souverain. Since the family was in the colony well before the arrival 
of the nuns, and with a father well positioned within society, Mère Ste-Agnès 
may have even “inherited” some monastery history from family stories.15

As with any other historical source, annals are subject to the biases of 
authors, just as the Ursulines’ were subject to those of Mère Ste-Agnès. 
While recent historians have noted the subjective manner of writing in 
the Québec Ursulines’ Annales and the editorial decisions taken, a deeper 
examination of its spiritual underpinnings is necessary to understand the 
omissions and inclusions.16 Context is also important. Historians studying 
women religious of other geographic areas are more likely to see this sort of 
writing as “self-writing,” and Nicky Hallett characterises all writing that nuns 
do in the convent, whether constitutions, annals, poetry, or autobiographies, 

13 Marcel Trudel, Les Écolières Des Ursulines de Québec, 1639-1686: Amérindiennes 
et Canadiennes, Cahiers Du Québec; Collection Histoire, CQ 122 (Montréal: Hurtubise 
HMH, 1999), 136. Anne’s sister Marguerite had preceded her and Geneviève in the 
pensionnat, and entered and left several times over the years. Marguerite, and another 
Bourdon sister, Marie, both became Hospitalière nuns.

14 AMUQ, Fêtes de Profession et de Sépultures 1688 à 1781 Entrées, vêtures, Prof, 
et décès, 1/G1,1,1.6; SA-01-03-10, 20r.

15 Jean Hamelin, “BOURDON, JEAN (Sometimes Called M. de Saint-Jean or 
Sieur de Saint-François),” Dictionary of Canadian Biography (University of Toronto/
Université Laval, 2003), accessed 20 October 2017, http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/
bourdon_jean_1E.html.

16 Cheyrou, Les Ursulines de Québec, 23-28. Historians looking primarily at 
Marie de l’Incarnation’s writings do tend to be much more critical. See Mary Dunn, 
“‘The Cruelest of All Mothers’: Marie de l’Incarnation, Motherhood, and Christian 
Discipleship,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 28, no. 1 (April 2012): 43-62, 
https://doi.org/10.2979/jfemistudreli.28.1.43; Bruneau, Women mystics confront the 
modern world; Jacques Le Brun, Sœur et Amante : Les Biographies Spirituelles Féminines 
Du XVIIe Siècle (Genève: Droz, 2013). 
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under this label.17 While work has been done on the spiritual writings of 
English nuns in exile in the Low Countries, as well as examinations of 
writings primarily in the colonial Spanish world, very little of these works 
focus on the spiritual aspects of community writings.18 The writing of the 
Québec Ursulines’ Annales, mandated by their constitutions, is just as much 
a form of “self-writing,” and in their case, it reflects and is shaped by their 
spiritual ideals.

Despite the theoretical advances in widening the acceptance of self-
writing to include items beyond autobiographies and Lives, the practical 
application of this theory is more common in examinations of European and 
Latin American women religious. Lives can take different forms: sometimes 
they are a spiritual autobiography written by the nun herself; at other times 
they present an account of a nun’s experience written shortly after her death. 
In some cases, they are a melding of these two forms within the convent 
records.19 Hallett, as stated, has argued that convent annals and various 
written rules (whether constitutions or ceremonials) are self-writing, an 
expression of the values of the nun(s) in formulating the various regulations 
and histories of convent life, though sometimes mediated or modified by 
others, such as confessors or spiritual directors. Yet, her work on this subject 
has mainly focused on the sixteenth and seventeenth century writings of 
Carmelite Lives that deal with the individual. Contrary to what the sources 
themselves may say, women’s monastic writing in the seventeenth and 

17 Nicky Hallett, Lives of Spirit: English Carmelite Self-Writing of the Early 
Modern Period (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2007). Claire Walker, “Crumbs of 
News: Early Modern English Nuns and Royalist Intelligence Networks,” Journal of 
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 42, no. 3 (September 21, 2012): 635-55, https://
doi.org/10.1215/10829636-1720607; Claire Walker, “Combining Mary and Martha: 
Gender and Work in Seventeenth-Century English Cloisters,” The Sixteenth Century 
Journal 30, no. 2 (Summer 1999): 397-418.

18 Electa Arenal and Stacey Schlau, eds., Untold Sisters: Hispanic Nuns in Their Own 
Works (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2010); Ursula de Jesús, The Souls 
of Purgatory : The Spiritual Diary of a Seventeenth-Century Afro-Peruvian Mystic, Ursula 
de Jesús, ed. Nancy E. Van Deusen (Albuquerque, N.M.: University of New Mexico 
Press, 2004); Hallett, Lives of Spirit; Walker, “Combining Mary and Martha.” Works 
which cover European annals and chronicles include Woodford, “Women as Historians”; 
Marie-Louise Coolahan, “Identity Politics and Nuns’ Writing,” Women’s Writing 14,
no. 2 (August 2007): 306-20; Jenna D. Lay, “The Literary Lives of Nuns: Crafting 
Identities through Exile,” in The English Convents in Exile, 1600-1800: Communities, 
Culture and Identity, ed. Caroline Bowden and James E. Kelly (Burlington: Ashgate, 
2013), 71–86; Victoria Van Hyning, “Naming Names: Chroniclers, Scribes, and Editors 
of St Monica’s Convent, Louvain, 1631-1906,” in The English Convents in Exile, 1600-
1800: Communities, Culture, and Identity, ed. Caroline Bowden and James E. Kelly 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2013), 87-108. 

19 I have capitalised ‘Lives’ as a means of distinguishing this unique style of convent 
literature, coming out of the longer tradition of the medieval Vita, from the current usage.
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eighteenth centuries, in both Europe and Latin America, was communally 
done work.20 During the early modern era, female religious writing often 
featured the inclusion of some type of defense or explanation for why a 
woman is writing a given account. In the case of Hallett’s Carmelites, a clear 
attempt was made either to call upon the previous ecclesiastical acceptance 
of saintly writers, or to ensure that the Lives conformed to a permissible 
style (for example, that of Teresa of Avila’s autobiography, including the 
self-deprecating comments).21 This was not uncommon in annals, even if 
the authors were anonymous. Some monastic authors also confided that they 
were divinely inspired or commanded to write, thus separating the desire to 
write from oneself.22 However, these features are not found in the Annales of 
the Québec Ursulines, as the annals were commanded by the constitutions, 
were not meant for a public readership, and did not venture into private 
revelation or theological commentary.

When it comes to writing and thinking about charity and Divine 
Providence, the Ursuline annals follow the spiritual trends of the time. In 
the early modern era, religious sentiment started to shift away from the 
glorification of great penitential acts and asceticism. The earlier focus on 
physical mortification had begun to shift towards a focus on charity among 
religiously minded people, whether nuns or laity. Barbara Diefendorf’s From 
Penitence to Charity charts this progression in religious life in Paris. By the 
1630s, both nuns and patrons were shifting their attention to more charitable 
endeavours, and even mortification practices were rooted in understandings 
of charity.23 Other Ursuline writings, either the published sources such as 
the Chronique of the order or, more particularly, the necrologies written and 
shared among Ursuline convents, give ample evidence that charity, towards 

20 Stephanie L. Kirk, Convent Life in Colonial Mexico: A Tale of Two Communities 
(Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2007), 129; Van Hyning, “Naming Names,” 
90. 

21 Kirk, Convent Life, 144; Hallett, Lives of Spirit, 27-29. While these features are 
understandable in works that might be read by the public, Lives and other spiritual writing 
were often written for either personal or communal use, but potentially with the fear that 
an ecclesiastical superior would find the work heretical, and thus these works conformed 
to styles of writing that were deemed acceptable.

22 Isobel Grundy, “Women’s History? Writings by English Nuns,” in Women, 
Writing, History 1640-1740, ed. Isobel Grundy and Susan Wiseman (London:
B.T. Batsford, 1992), 130; Woodford, “Women as Historians, 277.”

23 Barbara B. Diefendorf, From Penitence to Charity: Pious Women and the Catholic 
Reformation in Paris (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 13, 19; Ann M. Little, 
“Wabanki and Ursuline Catholicism in Québec and Acadia: A Comparative Perspective,” 
in Under the Veil: Feminism and Spirituality in Post-Reformation England and Europe, 
ed. Katharine M Quinsey (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Pub., 2012), 43-66, 
argues, in part, that while clear accounts of penitence in the Ursuline convent diminished, 
there is still evidence within the necrologies that extreme penances and fasting continued 
to be exercised by individual nuns.

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   338323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   33 2018-07-17   09:21:332018-07-17   09:21:33



— 34 — 

God and others, was a virtue highly valued among the nuns.24 Charity, that 
is caritas, is a Catholic theological virtue that is primarily about the love 
rendered to God. Flowing out of that charity towards God, one can also 
exhibit charity towards one’s neighbour.25 It was among the virtues that 
commonly appeared in the records often written shortly after death, and 
although the references at times sound formulaic, nuns who were perceived 
as more charitable than others would have the virtue repeated several times 
in the short accounts. Mère Ste-Agnès was noted for her attention to being 
charitable to others, and had many opportunities to exercise this charity, 
particularly in her roles as dépositaire and superior, as was noted in her 
obituary. 26 The Ursulines’ constitution itself had placed an emphasis on the 
virtue of charity and how it was supposed to be exercised in the convent.27

Focus on Divine Providence, God’s providential intervention in the 
universe, was also increasing among both Catholics and Protestants during 
this period. While awareness of the Providence of God was present before the 
early modern era, it particularly gained popularity during the Reformation. 
God was revealed to people by both maintaining “the ‘constant’ order” of 
the world as well as in surprises.28 Signs, such as earthquakes, storms, or 
voices tended to point to “degeneration” of the world in Protestants’ beliefs, 
but Catholics could temper this pessimism with credence in miracles.29 
Amongst Catholics, several books published in the seventeenth century 
offered discussions of Divine Providence.30 While these increasing trends 
towards an attachment to the virtues of charity were circulating in the 

24 Marie de Pommereuse, Chroniques de l’ordre des Ursulines, vol. 2 (Paris: 
Hénault, 1673). In regards to necrologies, Sr. St-Laurent, a hard-working converse sister 
was noted twice in her obituary as practising charity, firstly in imitation of Christ, and 
secondly, as caring for her sisters in the monastery: AMUQ, “Nécrologie de Soeur Saint-
Laurent, professe de la Maison de Dieppe, venue en ce pays à l’âge de 27, décédée au 
Monastère des Ursulines de Québec,” 1/E,11,3,5,50 1669; SR-6-2-5.”

25 J.A. Ryan, “Charity and Charities,” The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: 
Robert Appleton Company, 1908), accessed 29 October 2017, http://www.newadvent.
org/cathen/03592a.htm.

26 AMUQ, Fetes de Profession et de Sépultures 1688 à 1781, 21r-v. For example, 
Anne Bourdon’s necrology notes her as: «  elle etoit en office laborieuse Charitable 
excusantance [sic] une Charité merveilleuse.  »

27 Ursulines de Paris, Constitutions de Paris, vol 1: 97.
28 David D. Hall, Worlds of Wonder, Days of Judgment: Popular Religious Belief 

in Early New England, 1st ed. – (New York: Knopf, 1989), 77-78.
29 Hall, Worlds of Wonder, Days of Judgment, 80.
30 Well known among these are Jean-Pierre de Caussade, S.J, Abandonment 

to Divine Providence (London: Catholic Way Publishing, 2014), https://books.
google.ca/books?id=UtJuBAAAQBAJ&dq=abandonment+to+divine+providence&
source=gbs_navlinks_s; and Francis de Sales, Introduction to the Devout Life (Longmans, 
1891), https://books.google.ca/books?id=E45JAAAAYAAJ&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&
f=false.
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spiritual “environment” of France, the harsh realities of life in Québec served 
to enhance the reliance on Divine Providence, as the writings of Marie de 
l’Incarnation reveal.

Marie de l’Incarnation’s writings provide evidence of her beliefs in 
the workings of Providence in the Québec monastery. In one of her letters 
to her son, she writes that despite their poverty in Québec, she was not 
expecting anything more than his prayers, explaining, “I leave all the rest 
to the direction of Divine Providence who is overabundant in fulfilling our 
needs.”31 Marie particularly saw Québec as an impoverished place, which 
would allow for the annihilation of self and, especially, a reliance on Divine 
Providence.32

Marie was not the only person to see and write about the manifestations 
of Divine Providence in the colony. Two other major annals-type records 
produced by religious orders in the colony invoke the workings of Divine 
Providence: the Jesuit Relations and the annals of the Hôtel-Dieu of Québec.33 
The Jesuit Relations from the outset were intended for public consumption. 
Their purpose was to act as a fundraising tool and a defence, a justification 
of the mission to evangelize and convert the Aboriginals of New France, 
but also, an apologia for their theoretical stance against various theological 
positions, including Jansenism.34 Thomas Worcester argues that the Jesuits 
employed the vocabulary and rhetoric of Divine Providence to prove that 
God was on their theological side.35 The Hospitalières’ annals, while covering 
the initial years of their foundation, were written in 1716-17 and recounted 
their history since 1636. Like the Ursuline annals, the authors were quick to 
note that despite several near misses with fire, they were “preserved by the 

31 Marie de l’Incarnation, Lettre CXLIII, « De Québec, à son Fils, 9 septembre 
1652 », in Correspondance : Nouvelle Édition Par Dom Guy Oury, ed. Guy Marie Oury 
(Abbaye Saint-Pierre de Solesmes, 1971), 486.

32 Mary Dunn, ed., From Mother to Son: The Selected Letters of Marie De 
L’incarnation to Claude Martin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 32.

33 R.G. Thwaites, ed., The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, 73 vols. 
(Cleveland: Burrows Brothers, 1898), http://moses.creighton.edu/kripke/jesuitrelations/; 
Mère Jeanne-Françoise de St-Ignace Juchereau and Marie Andrée de Ste Hélène Duplessis, 
Les Annales de l’Hotel-Dieu de Québec 1636-1716, ed. Albert Jamet (Québec: Hotel-
Dieu, 1939).

34 Jansenism was a Christian movement in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
that followed the writings of Cornelius Jaenen in believing that God’s will was irresistible 
(that is, if one is predestined to Heaven, one does not have free will in this matter), and 
that ascetical practices were necessary. It took an essentially pessimistic view of human 
nature and its tendency towards sin. 

35 Thomas Worcester, “A Defensive Discourse: Jesuits on Disease in Seventeenth-
Century New France,” French Colonial History 6, no. 1 (October 2005): 11.
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singular protection of Heaven.”36 Unlike the Ursuline annals, however, their 
annals were a new work, not one that replaced a previous copy. It was an 
entirely retrospective work (and one that the Ursuline annalist would not have 
been able to consult). Clearly, then, the general spiritual milieu of France, in 
conjunction with the devotional practices of the Ursulines’ first superiors, 
confessors, and contemporary religious, provided a lens through which the 
early nuns could view the events in the life of the monastery and colony.

As previously stated, convent annals may be required by a monastery’s 
constitutions as a way of recording the history of the convent as well as the 
workings of God therein. Annals are also a way in which to inculcate the 
often miraculous beginnings of a convent into the nuns who come after. 
Dominique Deslandres has discussed how writing in New France was a way 
in which religious women could link their own history with the “colony’s 
sacred history.”37 The Annales thus could be used as a teaching device, 
particularly for novices, to learn their convent’s sacred history.

Indeed, the Ursulines had a (short) tradition of record keeping. In 1673, 
the Ursulines of Faubourg St-Jacques in Paris published the Chronique, a 
two-volume set of the chronicles of the Ursuline order.38 It starts with the 
history of Sts. Ursula and Angela Merici, and the various initial foundresses. 
What follows gives only slight attention to the events surrounding new 
foundations, falling back into sometimes lengthy Lives of the various holy 
Ursulines, divided into which congregational group they belonged (that is, 
Paris, Bordeaux, Arles, etc). Published in 1673, the Chronique covered the 
Québec convent as its own congregational group, and includes the lives 
of Madame de la Peltrie, Marie de l’Incarnation, and Marie de St.-Joseph, 
all renowned for their sanctity, as well as Anne de St-Laurent, a converse 
nun.39 While the primary reason to publish the book was for the use of the 
Ursuline nuns, it was also approved for sale to the public.40 It potentially 
was available for the Québec Ursulines to consult after their fire.

While the Chronique provided a general overview of the “beginnings” of 
the various groups within the congregation, the Paris Ursulines (of Faubourg 
St-Jacques) did keep separate annals. However, theirs ended in 1680 with 

36 Juchereau and Duplessis, Les Annales de l’Hotel-Dieu de Québec 1636-1716, 
415. The Hospitalières also have further gaps in subsequent annals, with Jamet noting 
that records about Conquest were no longer surviving, 425.

37 Deslandres, “In the Shadow of the Cloister”, 130.
38 Marie de Pommereuse, Chroniques de l’ordre des Ursulines, vols. 1-2 (Paris: 

Hénault, 1673).
39 Pommereuse, Chroniques, vol. 2, 419-462. Converse nuns did not pronounce 

solemn vows, did not recite the Breviary, and were primarily concerned with the domestic 
chores of the monastery. Often, they were received on lesser dowries and were not literate. 

40 Pommereuse, Chronique, vol 2, 561-562.

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   368323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   36 2018-07-17   09:21:332018-07-17   09:21:33



— 37 — 

its first two generations of nuns.41 In summary, the information contained 
within the histories of the establishments of various convents provided little 
assistance to one who had decided to recreate the Québec convent’s lost 
annals. Instead, the annalist must rely on the constitutions’ guiding principles 
and the vagaries of human memory.

Questions of Authorship

The Ursuline Annales represent a sort of history-in-progress. There is 
no division between the rewritten parts of 1689 and the years that follow. 
The volume itself spans 1639-1822, and is bound together with barely any 
breaks in the pages (save for a case of ecclesial censorship occurring in 
the early eighteenth century).42 There are some marginalia in the rewritten 
portion (but extensive additions and deletions post-1689), which indicate 
that the nuns were actively reading and updating their history.43 Mère Ste-
Agnès was primarily responsible for the rewriting of the records, although 
there may have been up to eighteen nuns involved. It appears that she was 
probably the only one actually writing – there is only one handwriting style 
throughout − but in places she consulted other nuns in regard to the events 
that pre-dated her arrival, or even other convent sources, such as records 
about donations. (Given her role as the dépositaire since 1683, she had access 
to all of the monastery’s financial records.)44 For the years up to 1688, there 
are no actual deletions or significant additions, however, suggesting that the 
nuns created the history of their founding as a complete narrative that later 
generations read but felt little need to edit.45 This self-writing became an 
established part of the monastery’s “canonical” history.

41 Jégou, Les Ursulines Du Faubourg Saint-Jacques À Paris, 8. The Québec 
Ursulines’ continuation of their annals beyond their founding years, and with much more 
regularity starting in the mid-eighteenth century, is remarkable in comparison with both 
the annals of the Hotel-Dieu and the Paris Ursulines. The nuns of the Hôpital-General 
in Québec City also kept annals with great regularity, but often in a way that was even 
more edited, and pared down to the most essential events for a particular month or year.

42 Bishop St-Vallier’s death at the end of 1726 triggered a cascade of problems for 
Québec’s religious communities. Disagreements about his funeral mostly affected the nuns 
of the Hotel-Dieu, who were placed under interdict and the mother superior removed. 
Once a new bishop was installed in 1729, the nuns’ annals were subject to removal of 
offending pages and new pages were examined and approved by the new bishop, Dosquet. 

43 One note in the margin indicates that a chapel used in 1688 was by 1837 used 
as a laundry: AMUQ, Annales, 53.

44 “Bourdon, Anne - Répertoire Du Patrimoine Culturel Du Québec,” acces-
sed 18 May 2017, http://www.patrimoine-culturel.gouv.qc.ca/rpcq/detail.do?
methode=consulter&id=26973&type=pge#.WR2pfOsrLIU.

45 Besides some minor corrections or additions to the text, the most significant 
editing appears to date from around 1837. These editorial  additions coincide with the 
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Mère Ste-Agnès’ authorship is noteworthy in the silences in the accounts 
that touch on her in the re-constituted portion of the Annales. There is very 
little written about her role in the monastery, save for the most perfunctory 
details: dates of entrance and clothing, and later elected roles.46 She was the 
first nun to be professed by Bishop Laval, but there is only a small mention of 
it in the Annales, which merely notes that, along with Sr. St-Augustin, their 
profession was something “which had not yet been seen in this country.”47 
In the record of the election of 1688, while noting all the others elected 
as “Mère,” she writes her own name as “Sr.”48 This was standard mark of 
humility, but it illustrates a larger theme of the spiritual realm in which the 
nuns lived. Hallett remarks that there was a diametric opposition between 
the nuns’ spiritual lives (and environment), which wanted them to forget 
and annihilate themselves, while the very nature of self-writing required the 
nuns to remember.49 The Ursulines were a little different than the Carmelites 
of Hallett’s study in that their various regulatory documents urged them to 
record various details. However, this instance of Mère Ste-Agnès referring 
to herself as “sister” is one of the few places where the desires of the author 
to exercise humility actually point to her identity when theoretically the 
annals were intended to be rewritten as an anonymous collective source.

Mère Ste-Agnès took particular care in the rewriting of the Annales. She 
kept up her authorship throughout the rest of her life and through the various 
roles she held, including assistant, mistress general, zelatrice, sacristan, 
mistress of novices, and a one-term stint as superior, the first Canadian-born 
nun to fill that position. She continued to write the Annales until her death 
in 1711, after which a lapse of several years occurred, with the historical 
records not being picked up again until 1718.50

Technically, the job of recreating and the continuing the annals should 
have fallen to Jeanne-Louise Godefroy, Mère St-Francois Xavier, who was 
the secretary in 1689.51 But for some reason, Mère Ste-Agnès was given 
the assignment. Mère St-François Xavier’s tenure in the monastery is 

beginning of the desire to seek canonization for Marie de l’Incarnation, which I will 
consider in my doctoral dissertation. 

46 AMUQ, Annales, 21.
47 AMUQ, Annales, 22v; AMUQ, Fêtes de Profession et de Sépulture, 1/G1,1,1.6, 

20-21r.
48 AMUQ, Annales, 53.
49 Hallett, Lives of Spirit, 27. She further notes that a strategy to overcome male 

opposition to female monastic writing was to write it anonymously, a strategy that had 
been employed since the Middle Ages, 9.

50 AMUQ, Annales, 144-145.
51 AMUQ, Actes des Assemblées Capitulaire de 1686 à 1802 Actes Capitulaire 

1/E,1,6,1,1; SA-1-1-8, 5. The Actes Capitulaire, which is a record of the meeting of all 
the vocal (or professed, voting choir nuns) does not note the election of the secretary, 

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   388323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   38 2018-07-17   09:21:332018-07-17   09:21:33



— 39 — 

characterised by other irregular instances, such as contacting Bishop Laval in 
1694 to successfully request that she could resign from a second consecutive 
term as dépositaire, much to the bewilderment of the other nuns.52 Most 
convent decisions were noted in either the Acts of the Discrète (a small 
council of around eight senior nuns whose role was to help the superior 
make decisions) or the Actes Capitulaires, the council of all the professed 
voting nuns. Theoretically, a decision to undertake a large project such as 
the attempt to recreate the convent annals should have been approved or 
mentioned in either of these files, but there is no reference there. Perhaps 
Mère Ste-Agnès approached the superior individually, asking to carry out 
the task and the superior felt it was unnecessary to seek the community’s 
permission to recreate the records. Perhaps it was a foregone conclusion that 
they should be rewritten, especially in light of the fiftieth anniversary of 
the monastery in 1689. In any case, it appears that the writing of the annals 
was a project that Mère Ste-Agnès undertook due to personal interest and 
aptitude, considering that it should have been done by the secretary.

Deconstructing the Entries

Notwithstanding these irregularities with respect to authorship, 
what were the ideals valued when setting about to recreate the Annales? 
The Reglemens stated that the first role of the secretary was to write the 
annals of the monastery with information regarding the house, founders, 
and benefactors as well as anything considered especially noteworthy 
for posterity.53 The original Constitutions and Reglemens of the Québec 
Ursulines stated that the secretary “will put all remarkable happenings which 
can serve as prejudice or instruction for the future.”54 From the outset, the 
rules set a principle but the annalist had to make editorial decisions about 
what was important. The final instruction to the secretary was that, above 
all, she was to note the benefactors and their gifts, so that the community 
could recognize them, and presumably also offer prayers of thanksgiving for 

however, the election day was 1 June 1688, and Mère St-François-Xavier does sign as 
secretary on the next entry dated 22 August 1688. 

52 AMUQ, Actes des Assemblées Capitulaire, 40; AMUQ, Annales, 80-81. 
Considering the roles that she played in the monastery, including being elected again 
as dépositaire in 1703, and holding positions such as novice mistress, Mère St-François 
Xavier was clearly a capable person, and thus it is possible that her recusal from both 
the writing of the annals and her later resigning from dépositaire in 1694 may indicate 
a level of humility, and that she did not feel she should be the one fulfilling these tasks.

53 Ursulines de Paris, Règlements de Paris vol. 3, 136-137.
54 Jérôme Lalemant, Constitutions et Règlements Des Premières Ursulines de 

Québec, 1647 Par Le Père Jérôme Lalemant, ed. Gabrielle Lapointe (Québec : [s.n.], 
1974).
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them.55 In general, this was indeed the followed practice, though it would 
be adapted to reflect the values of the community and, in this instance, of 
Mère Ste-Agnès. This explains why certain, presumably important events, 
are missing from the accounts.

The emphasis on certain events in the annals (and the absence of others) 
provides evidence of the community’s values. For example, Mère Marie 
Savonnière de la Troche de St Joseph’s necrology provides more detail than 
was given to Marie de l’Incarnation.56 Both are portrayed as holy nuns, and 
both were very talented when it came to learning indigenous languages and 
teaching girls. However, Mère St Joseph gets a larger play in this rendition, 
particularly in the account of her exhumation and reburial, in which the 
state of her body is considered miraculous.57 This is not necessarily a snub 
of Marie de l’Incarnation, as the reader of the Annales is told they can read 
all about her in her own writing, and the Chronique also had an obituary 
covering her.58 However, there may be a certain sense that Mère St Joseph is 
considered a little more accessible to the reader than Marie de l’Incarnation 
– holy, but not necessarily known for her mysticism – and thus a potentially 
better example for any new nun aspiring to “ordinary” holiness and sacrifice, 
qualities more in keeping with the prevailing theological climate.

There is an even greater contrast with Madeleine de la Peltrie – listed 
throughout the rewritten annals as the foundress of the Monastery, and whose 
death merits fifty lines of text.59 In comparison, Marie de l’Incarnation 
receives seven lines while Marie de St-Joseph gets forty-four. While the 
accounts of these nuns are each laudatory, and tell the reader that they can 
consult various other sources to read of their exploits, Mme de la Peltrie’s 
obituary carefully lists the various charitable donations that she made to 
the convent, and collectively calls the nuns “daughters of Madame our 
illustrious founder,” since these gifts allowed for the building of their church, 
paid for poor students, and funded, at least in part, many of the nuns who 
joined. At the end of the entry, the writer notes that because of Mme de la 
Peltrie’s charity, “God is presently rewarding [her] with magnificence in 
His paradise.”60 It is one of the few times in the 1639-1689 Annales that the 
writer personally interjects an opinion, and further, one as important as the 
situation of a deceased’s soul. By way of explanation, it is relevant to note 

55 Lalemant, Constitutions et reglèments, 214.
56 AMUQ, Annales, 16, 32.
57 AMUQ, Annales, 23.
58 Pommereuse, Chroniques de l’ordre des Ursulines, vol 2, t. 7, 439-448. Marie de 

l’Incarnation’s son, Claude Martin, published her collected writings in 1677.
59 AMUQ, Annales, 30-32. 
60 AMUQ, Annales, 31.
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that Mère Ste-Agnès had relied on Mme de la Peltrie to pay her dowry.61 
Mère Ste-Agnès’ personal benefit from their foundress may explain why she 
put more emphasis on her charity and hypothesized on the state of her soul.62

Despite the monastery’s foundation primarily to convert them, there 
were very few entries that refer to Aboriginal girls and women.63 The 
instances that do occur relate to their deaths and funeral liturgies, instructive, 
perhaps inspiring, demonstrations for readers of Aboriginal Christians’ piety 
and faith. Chief among these are the deaths in 1683 of Louise, a child of 
between six and seven, Louise Tek8erimat, around fifteen or sixteen, and, in 
1686, the death of a former seminarist, Agnes 8esk8és.64 These girls all had 
connections with the Ursulines, being past students or receiving care since 
they had been orphaned. The accounting of their deaths is primarily about 
how they had held fast to their religious conversions, and after their deaths, 
the involvement of the Ursulines in their funeral arrangements. The nuns 
wished to bury some of the girls within their church but were unable to do 
so. In these cases, the French girls of the school would get involved in the 
funerals, such as the one for Agnes 8esk8és, where they held the corners of 
the funeral pall while in procession to the cemetery. The students went out 
of the monastery grounds, leaving the mourning nuns behind.

These accounts are less about the lives of the Aboriginal girls than about 
the charity the nuns and the students showed towards the deceased in their 
death rituals. Despite being somber accounts, the entries dealing with the 
holy Christian deaths of the Aboriginal girls illustrated that the nuns had 
fulfilled their role in the colony: securing salvation for their students. The 
French girls, who were either pensionnaires or externs, (that is, day students) 
are likewise seldom mentioned outside of such entries, except in instances 
where they entered the noviciate. The annals clearly were not a report on 
the temporal activities of the schoolroom (there were other record books for 
that); they were focused on the eternal.

61 “Bourdon, Anne - Répertoire Du Patrimoine Culturel Du Québec.”
62 By way of contrast, Mère Ste-Agnès Mère downplayed the difficulties that the 

sisters had with Mme de la Peltrie, particularly in the early years, when she decamped to 
Montreal, taking all of the nuns’ furniture with her. (See AMUQ, Annales, 9.) Arguably, 
though, this particular omission may not have been out of keeping with Annales practice. 
Entries generally avoided negative information or judgments, and in this instance would 
be more inclined to tact, given that Peltrie was the convent’s foundress. Presenting the 
convent, its inhabitants, and associates as paragons of virtue had the practical objective 
of making the convent worthy of continued donations.

63 AMUQ, Annales, 54.
64 AMUQ, Annales, 41, 44. The nuns tended to term the Aboriginal girls who were 

pensionnaires as seminarists as a way to designate them separately from the French girls. 
The original Ursuline school was named the seminary of St Joseph. Les Ursulines de 
Québec, 57 alludes to this nomenclature. 
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With this eternal view in mind, rather limited coverage in the rewritten 
portion of the annals is given to external affairs. The arrival of the bishops 
does get noticed, but this was primarily done in ways connected with the 
governance of the monastery. Outside the Aboriginal seminarists, Aboriginal 
peoples have a limited presence in the records. The most lengthy and 
noteworthy entries relate to fears surrounding Iroquois raids on Québec, 
which inspired much disquiet and threatened the existence of the colony. A 
major threat in June 1660 forced the nuns to leave the monastery and stay 
during the night at the Jesuits’ College.65 That the nuns escaped any harm 
was dutifully attributed to Divine Providence. Another threatened Iroquois 
incursion brought Aboriginal families in 1663 to camp between “the cathedral 
and the chateau,” and it resulted in sixty to eighty Aboriginal girls attending 
classes, receiving food, and praying at the Ursuline monastery.66 While the 
Aboriginal peoples in these accounts appear to be background figures, the 
author was again showing the reader how charity could be practiced towards 
those from outside the monastery, providing not only for the physical but 
spiritual needs.

Caring for the spiritual needs of the Ursulines was a task that primarily 
fell to the Jesuits in the early years of the colony. The Annales notes that from 
1639 to 1657, the nuns’ external superior was always a Jesuit.67 In 1650, their 
superior was Fr. Ragueneau, and in 1653 he was replaced by Fr. Mercier.68 
However, the Jesuit presence in the Ursulines’ lives were much greater than 
that. In a retrospective manner, the annalist writes of “the Reverend Jesuit 
fathers, who since the arrival of our first mothers, rendered them these good 
offices which they contented themselves to serve as extraordinary confessors, 
superiors, directors, and preachers.”69 Despite these very close connections 
with the Jesuits, and unlike the later portions of the convent’s history, the 
deaths of the Jesuit priests and brother at the hands of the Iroquois do not 
get a mention in the re-constituted portion of the annals. This is particularly 
stunning because the nuns would have known some of the Jesuits rather well, 
either personally as confessors, from correspondence, from reading the Jesuit 
Relations, and from the reports brought to them about the missionaries at the 
monastery’s grille and turn, a device through which the nuns could receive 
goods.70 Indeed, after the death of Father Jean Brébeuf, the nuns ended up 

65 AMUQ, Annales, 22.
66 AMUQ, Annales, 24.
67 AMUQ, Annales, 11.
68 AMUQ, Annales, 13, 15.
69 AMUQ, Annales, 9.
70 Réné Latourelle, “BRÉBEUF, JEAN DE (Échon),” Dictionary of Canadian 

Biography (University of Toronto/Université Laval, 2015 1966), http://www.biographi.
ca/en/bio/brebeuf_jean_de_1E.html, notes that Jean Brébeuf was the confessor for the 
Ursulines in 1642-43, however this detail is omitted in the Annales; Thwaites, The Jesuit 
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with half of his skull in a reliquary along with a few other small pieces of 
bone from the other Jesuit martyrs.71 Why then, despite the horrific deaths 
of these Jesuits, despite the relics, and the continued connection between 
the Jesuits and the Ursulines throughout this period, did these events gain 
so little coverage in the annals?72

The Jesuits’ absence illustrates that the Annales were never meant to be 
a complete history of the convent. As mentioned, the original Constitutions 
placed an emphasis on recording benefactors. This sort of guiding principle 
then helps make sense of major events, such as the deaths of the Jesuits, that 
went unreported. The one consistent piece of information given for every 
year was what sort of alms the convent had received from France. There 
were some years, such as 1664, the year after a major earthquake, where it 
is the only information given.73 For the early years, the Annales recorded not 
only what money was received, but much greater details, such as the weight 
of various food donations, the colours of cloths, and vestments received. 
These details seem to indicate, after so many years, that the nuns may 
have been consulting another source for their donations, and perhaps even 
family members who made some of them.74 The constitutions note that the 
acceptance of donations from a benefactor must be discussed in chapter, and 
thus illustrate that the receiving of a donation was a serious matter.75 There 
had long been an understanding that monastics should pray for their donors’ 
salvation, and the Ursulines would have been no different.76 The Annales 
note that a donations register was kept “in order to serve posterity and to 

Relations and Allied Documents, vol 23, 273, mentions that Brebeuf was in Sillery 
during that time and would come into Québec on feast days and Sundays in order to 
hear confessions. It does not note that he had an official role at the monastery or that 
he was hearing confessions there. Regardless, with his presence in Québec on a regular 
basis during this time, if the nuns did not know him personally, they would have known 
him by reputation.

71 Timothy Graham Pearson, “Becoming Holy in Early Canada: Performance and 
the Making of Holy Persons in Society and Culture” (PhD diss., McGill University, 2008), 
digitool.library.mcgill.ca/thesisfile19250.pdf, 123. 

72 As the annals note, the Jesuits ceased being superiors of the community in 1657, 
yet the bond remained firm, with Jesuits acting as procurers, extraordinary confessors, 
and in 1771 they could still be found signing the profession charts of some of the nuns, 
such as Sr Marie Charlotte Chandonné de St Claude, whose chart was signed by Jesuits 
Fr. M-L Le Franc and Fr. P. Du Jaunay. See AMUQ, Fetes de Profession et de Sépultures 
1688 à 1781, 192r.

73 AMUQ, Annales, 25.
74 AMUQ, “Extraits du Livres des Dons des Archives,” Vie Matérielle 048 Dons 

1640-1801, SR-T11-048. These family members include Flecelles and de la Troche.
75 Ursulines de Paris, Constitutions de Paris, vol 1, pt 3, 81.
76 Claire Walker, Gender and Politics in Early Modern Europe: English Convents 

in France and the Low Countries (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 87.
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make known the quality of their beneficence.”77 Along with the Annales, 
the Ursulines also reconstituted their register of benefactors after the 1686 
fire, but they had the benefit of consulting other surviving papers. Their 
attention to donations within the annals may have been a way of creating a 
second copy of the benefactors lists to ensure that any subsequent disasters 
would be less likely to destroy these valuable records.78

Here a contrast can be shown between the rewritten portion of the annals 
and the rest, which was evidently updated on a more active basis. Just as the 
various female writers in the colony were focused on involving their own 
histories with a sacred colonial history, the re-constituted Ursuline annals 
focus on the sacred history of the convent’s first fifty years. Because there is 
no firm separation between the rewritten section of the annals and the active 
portion, it is hard to tell where this switch actually occurred. However, in the 
coverage of the years 1689-1691, there are changes in what makes it into the 
annals and how it is being discussed. Most notably, while the annalist in the 
pre-1689 portion takes pains to record every year’s donations, 1689 is the 
last year when that was regularly listed. Entries recording nuns’ professions, 
which previously included the bare details, now begin to include information 
on people who were permitted to enter the nuns’ chapel to observe the 
ceremonies.79 There is also more often mentions of events that were affecting 
the colony, such as potential Iroquois raids, and more pensionnat events, 
including listings of First Communions and Confirmations of both French 
and Aboriginal girls, which were not previously listed.80 Many such events 
presumably occurred in similar fashion before 1689, but the annalist seems 
to have cast the record of the first fifty years as a sort of holy founding, 
and therefore only lists information that is directly related to the benefits of 
charity, Divine Providence, and successes, whether French or Aboriginal, 
in attaining salvation that were related to their own monastery.

The Workings of Providence

Beyond, or perhaps beside charity, the other major theme that runs 
through the Annales is the workings of Divine Providence in the monastery. 
In keeping with contemporary spiritual trends, a trust in God’s ultimately 
beneficent intervention in earthly affairs provided another perceptual lens 
for viewing and interpreting events. Although the litany of alms received 

77 AMUQ, Annales, 7.
78 AMUQ, Guy Oury, « La correspondance de Marie de L’Incarnation d’après le 

registre des bienfaiteurs des Ursulines de Québec. » Vie Matérielle 102 Registre des 
bienfaiteurs 1640-1799, SR-T12-018.

79 AMUQ, Annales, 74.
80 AMUQ, Annales, 61, 64.
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can be considered part of the workings of Providence, the most evident 
places where the author invokes Providence is in the description of events 
that would have been the most terrifying for the nuns: the disastrous fires.

In the account of the 1650 fire, the author writes that the nuns ended 
up out in the snow, barely clothed, reflecting upon the effects of Divine 
Providence.81 Instead of considering the event as an act of Divine Justice 
or Wrath, the nuns instead focused on the lucky escape of all the nuns and 
girls from the enclosure as well as the charity given to them by the Jesuits, 
French, and Aboriginals.82 The second fire, in 1686, occurred while the nuns 
were at Mass, and the nuns were only alerted to it by those from outside the 
monastery, who saw smoke.83 Unlike the first fire, Providence is not directly 
considered in this entry: the loss of the relics and vestments is described 
as a “blow” in a way that illuminates the nuns’ deeply held devotions.84 In 
another example, in remarking the very good promotional work by Bishop 
St-Vallier in the aftermath of the 1686 fire, the annalist writes that “the 
Lord took care to furnish [us] the means to re-establish,” thus indirectly 
acknowledging Providence’s hand in their continued mission in New 
France.85 It appears, though, that this version of the Ursulines’ reaction to 
the fire is a retrospective and self-edited one.86 When consulting the Actes 
Capitulaires, one sees that the nuns initially viewed the fire as a calamity sent 
from God, a portrayal that is at odds with the account in the re-constituted 
annals. In fact, they would later decide to establish a chapel in which to 
offer specific prayers in reparation for their “defects” (that is, insufficient 
trust) in depending on Providence to provide them with the funds that would 
allow them to rebuild.87 Since the Actes Capitulaires were restarted only 
ten days after the 1686 fire, it provides one of the few instances where it is 
possible to compare the initial accounts and attitudes of the nuns towards 
the calamitous fire with the communal history penned a few years later for 
posterity. Because these calamities were afflicting the monastery itself, it 
appears that the annalist wanted to focus on the end result rather than the 
immediate reaction, effectively deciding to “see the good” from the events 

81 AMUQ, Annales, 14.
82 AMUQ, Annales, 15.
83 AMUQ, Annales, 45.
84 AMUQ, Annales, 45. 
85 AMUQ, Annales, 46, 50.
86 Hallett, Lives of Spirit, 27-28. Hallett notes that this self-editing was sometimes 

in response to fears that a female monastic’s writing would be suspect; thus, she would 
rewrite in order to conform to acceptable norms. At the same time, this self-editing, while 
feeling like the annalist is “falsifying” in regards to the genre of self-writing, indicates 
a self-consciousness and self-awareness by the nuns as individuals, and also, a sense of 
how their writing is being perceived and understood by others.

87 AMUQ, Actes Capitulaires, 1. 
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and to ignore their earlier doubts. Perhaps hindsight – given how things had 
turned out − or the larger expectation to see the workings of Providence 
even in supposed disasters moved the author to modify how the nuns were 
described as understanding the event.

The annals were much more critical of equally calamitous events 
happening outside the convent. The earthquake of 1663, which was felt 
throughout New France (and beyond), was portrayed as a result of the 
country “having irritated Divine Justice.”88 The nuns took this as a call 
to further penance, and therefore fasted and took the discipline daily. The 
annalist positions the nuns as intercessors for the colony because they 
attributed the events to God’s wrath whereas they could have portrayed it 
as Providence sparing them from the destruction of their buildings.89 The 
Jesuits tended to characterize this earthquake differently. They saw it as 
indicative of God’s mercy because there was a general lack of damage and 
loss of life. Further, it had the effect of raising church attendance, at least in 
the time immediately after the quake. The Jesuit Relations notes, “In truth, 
however, the earthquake was but a mighty token of God’s mercy toward 
men, as well as a means whereby he exercised that.”90 In comparison to 
the Jesuit understanding of the earthquake as an explicit instance of Divine 
Providence, the Ursuline annalist’s interpretation of the event indicates that 
she subjectively characterized the role of God in the religious community’s 
lives.

The annals portrayed a duality of sorts between the sacral nature of the 
monastery and the fallen world “outside.” Indeed, throughout the annals, 
there is a certain sense of tension between the “inside” and the “outside” 
worlds. The nuns were not pre-disposed to see everything that happened 
in the colony as coming from Divine Providence, just what occurred in 
the monastery, and as their self-editing reveals, operating on a time-frame 
different than their own expectations. For the nuns, sin could be punished 
by Divine Justice, but at the same time be tempered with Divine Mercy.

Conclusion

As seen through these various snippets from the Annales, the 1689 
re-writing project of the Ursulines was subtly subjective and relied mainly 
on the efforts of a single person, Mère Ste-Agnès. A close examination of 
the entries over time underscores that, in addition to viewing the Annales as 
a source of information, historians should consider under what conditions it 

88 AMUQ, Annales, 25.
89 AMUQ, Annales, 14r.
90 Thwaites, The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, vol. 48, 191.
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was created and by whom. These conditions were not only temporal ones, but 
were directly related to the spiritual worldview of the author, of the larger 
society, and of the religious congregation. By considering the virtues and 
spiritual values at the heart of the Ursuline monastery, historians can gain 
not only a more nuanced, but also, a more thorough, understanding of why 
certain inclusions and omissions were made. The records may have been 
kept in obedience to the constitutions of the congregation, but these choices 
about what to leave out and what to put in were not simply a measure of 
events’ perceived importance, or because the nuns were concerned with how 
posterity might view them, but because in the grand scope of Divine Will, 
the nuns wanted to pass down to future generations of religious women the 
names of their benefactors and to recognize the workings of Providence 
in their foundation so that they might keep a perpetual remembrance and 
thanksgiving.
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CCHA Historical Studies, 84 (2018), 48-71

“A parcel of bullies and a band
of assassins:” the lay occupation of
York’s St. Paul’s and Irish Catholic 

participation in Upper Canadian popular 
political culture, 1832-3

Laura J. Smith

Abstract: This article reconsiders the suspension of the Rev. William J. 
O’Grady and the resulting occupation of York’s St. Paul’s Roman Catholic 
Church by Irish laymen in 1832. Drawing on newspaper accounts, public 
addresses, and petitions to government, this article argues that the parish 
rebellion was less about supporting the suspended parish priest than it 
was a referendum on Bishop Alexander Macdonell’s leadership, and a 
call for reform of the Upper Canadian Roman Catholic Church. The 
occupation of St. Paul’s did not occur in a parochial vacuum, but rather 
had a clear precursor in the Roman Catholic-led anti-grievances movement 
in the spring of 1832, and to the broader context of popular political 
culture then emerging in Upper Canada. Contrary to the interpretations 
of contemporaries and subsequent historians, St. Paul’s rebellious Irish 
laymen were active political and religious actors.

Résumé : Cet article examine de nouveau le renvoi du révérend William 
O’Grady et l’occupation qui s’ensuivit de l’église catholique romaine de 
St. Paul à York par des laïcs irlandais en 1832. S’inspirant de comptes-
rendus journalistiques, de discours publics, et de pétitions faites auprès 
du gouvernement, cet article soutient que dans la révolte paroissiale il 
s’agissait moins de soutenir le curé de la paroisse qui fut renvoyé que de 
porter un jugement sur les capacités de direction de l’évêque Alexander 
Macdonell, et de lancer un appel à la réforme de l’église catholique 
romaine du Haut-Canada. L’occupation de l’église St. Paul ne s’est 
pas produite dans un vide paroissial, mais avait des antécédents dans le 
mouvement catholique contre les injustices au printemps de 1832, et dans 
le contexte de la culture politique populaire qui émergeait à l’époque 
dans le Haut-Canada. Contrairement aux interprétations des historiens 
de l’époque et de ceux qui suivirent, les laïcs révoltés de l’église St. Paul 
étaient des acteurs politiques et religieux très actifs.

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   488323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   48 2018-07-17   09:21:342018-07-17   09:21:34



— 49 — 

The volatility of York’s St. Paul’s parish in the 1830s, and in particular 
the suspension of the parish priest in the fall of 1832, is relatively well 
known in the history of Upper Canadian Roman Catholicism. The dispute 
began when Bishop Alexander Macdonell1 for an unsubstantiated reason 
attempted to transfer the parish priest, the Rev. William J. O’Grady, to 
Prescott in the summer of 1832.2 The Reverend O’Grady refused to go. 
The Bishop suspended him, and in response laymen seized the keys to the 
parish church, took control of the building, and installed James King, Peter 
McDougall Jr., and Richard Feehan as churchwardens.3 O’Grady was also 
restored as parish priest.4 The battle of wills between the priest, the Bishop, 
and the laity played out in the colonial press, in petitions to the provincial 
and imperial governments, and in raucous public meetings for over a year.5 
Eventually, the courts intervened, ruling in favour of the claims of ownership 
and control of the parish church, made by the Bishop and his fellow trustees.6 
The lay occupation of St. Paul’s came to an end. The conflict was a source 
of profound embarrassment for Bishop Macdonell and had significant 
ramifications for the rest of his tenure as bishop and, specifically, on his 
relationship with the diocese’s Irish clergy and its Irish laity.

Contemporary accounts of the O’Grady affair and subsequent 
historiographical interpretations focused on the dispute between the bishop 

1 Alexander Macdonell (also written as McDonell or MacDonell) was appointed 
Bishop of Kingston upon the creation of that diocese in 1826. See J.E. Rea, “Alexander 
McDonell,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, vol. VII (1836-1850) and Bishop 
Alexander MacDonell and the Politics of Upper Canada (Toronto: Ontario Historical 
Society Research Publication No. 4, 1974); Kathleen Toomey, Alexander Macdonell: 
the Scottish years, 1762-1804 (Toronto: Canadian Catholic Historical Association, 1985). 

2 The Rev. O’Grady’s career in Toronto had been seemingly stellar and the Bishop’s 
reasons for transferring him are difficult to parse from the rumours and accusations of 
the priest’s immorality and political radicalism that were spread during the dispute and 
in its aftermath.

3 An undated transcription of the Freeman’s coverage of the events of summer 1832 
can be found in. Archives of Ontario, Rev. Ewan MacDonald fonds, Rev. J. MacDonald 
papers.

4 The Reverend O’Grady continued to say mass in the church despite Macdonell’s 
repeated requests for him to resign his position. The Bishop, assisted by the Rev. 
Daniel Downey, conducted a competing operation from the Bishop’s house. The extant 
sacramental registers for St. Paul’s begin in 1833 and indicate that Downey baptized and 
married Catholics during this period, but in relatively small numbers. Registers for any 
sacraments bestowed by O’Grady are not extant.

5 O’Grady took his cause to the imperial government, arguing rather provocatively 
but fruitlessly that the Lieutenant Governor, not the Bishop, had the power to appoint 
and transfer priests in the diocese of Kingston.

6 Laura J. Smith, “Unsettled settlers: Irish Catholics, Irish Catholicism, and British 
loyalty in Upper Canada, 1819-1840” (Ph.D. thesis, University of Toronto, 2017), 281-
284. Notably, the verdict awarded the plaintiffs only one shilling in damages. Canadian 
Freeman, 18 April 1833.
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and the priest, and relegated the predominantly Irish laymen to a minor 
role rooted in a simplistic devotion to a charismatic priest and the willful 
defiance of a Scottish bishop.7 Bishop Macdonell and the Canadian Freeman 
newspaper, edited by York Irish Catholic Francis Collins, dismissed 
the actions of the laity as nothing more than the volatile radicalism and 
rebellion expected of poor, ignorant, Irish. This emphasis and fixation on 
the machinations and influence of O’Grady over his “countrymen” belied 
an implicit refusal on the part of the Bishop and his contemporaries to 
acknowledge the agency or agenda of the laity as separate from that of the 
priest. Historians have also emphasized the priest’s agenda and influence, 
but added a superficial interplay of ethnicity and political allegiances to 
the conflict, pitting the conservative non-Irish elite (the so-called “Catholic 
Compact”), loyal to the bishop and government, against the Irish laity, 
who were disorderly, lower class, and completely devoted to the reform 
movement. 8 These interpretations persist in representing the conflict as a 
parochial one that had little reference or relevance to outside contexts or 
actors; yet it is clear that the occupation of St. Paul’s was a more nuanced 
political event, drawing on, and influencing, the popular political culture then 
emerging in Upper Canada. Contrary to the interpretations of contemporaries, 
the Irish laymen of St. Paul’s demonstrated themselves to be active political 
and religious actors.

Though not the subject of this study, the occupation of St. Paul’s, 
with its dispute about ownership and control, its charismatic priest, and 
ethnic divisions between laity and clergy, invariably invites comparisons 
with episodes of “trusteeism” in the historiography of early American and 
Atlantic Canadian Roman Catholicism.9 In this dispute, the Bishop, not a 

7 The seminal article on the suspension of the O’Grady and the occupation of St. 
Paul’s is: Murray W. Nicolson, “William O’Grady and the Catholic Church in Toronto 
prior to the Irish Famine.” In Catholics at the Gathering Place: Historical Essays on the 
Archdiocese of Toronto, 1841-1991, ed. Mark G. McGowan and Brian Clarke, (Toronto: 
Canadian Catholic Historical Association, 1993) 23-40; Curtis Fahey offers a similar 
interpretation in: “O’Grady, William John,” in Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 
vol. 7, University of Toronto/Université Laval, 2003. http://www.biographi.ca/en/
bio/o_grady_william_john_7E.html.

8 Franklin A. Walker, “The Political Opinion of Upper Canadian Catholics.” 
Canadian Catholic Historical Association Report 22 (1955): 75-86; Nicolson, “William 
O’Grady and the Catholic Church.”

9 Some key texts on trusteeism include: Patrick Carey, People, Priests, and Prelates: 
Ecclesiastical Democracy and the Tensions of Trusteeism (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1987) and “The Laity’s Understanding of the Trustee System, 
1788-1855,” The Catholic Historical Review 64, no. 3 (1978): 357-376; David Gerber, 
“Modernity in the Service of Tradition: Catholic Lay Trustees at Buffalo’s St. Louis 
Church and the Transformation of European Communal Traditions, 1829-1855,” Journal of 
Social History 15, no. 4 (July 1982): 655-684; Terrence Murphy uses the trusteeism model 
to interpret similar conflicts in the British North American Maritimes; see “Trusteeism in 

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   508323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   50 2018-07-17   09:21:342018-07-17   09:21:34



— 51 — 

layman, was the trustee making claims for the right of lay patronage, thereby 
demonstrating the ways in which the Upper Canadian context offers an 
alternate model to early parish building and related lay-clerical conflicts.10 
The Bishop’s role as a trustee of St. Paul’s was due to the widespread and 
early adoption of the fabrique system and evidence of the delicate balance 
between Church-direct structure and lay initiative that characterized parish 
building in the nascent Diocese of Kingston.

St. Paul’s laymen had a complex agenda that went far beyond supporting 
the embattled priest. While Bishop Macdonell and the Rev. O’Grady fought 
over who or what had the authority to suspend and dismiss priests in Upper 
Canada, the lay occupiers of St. Paul’s were advocating for reform of the 
Upper Canadian Roman Catholic Church and of religion in the colony more 
generally. This political action did not occur in a vacuum, but rather had 
a clear precursor in the Roman Catholic-led anti-grievances movement of 
February and March 1832 in which players on both sides of the O’Grady 
affair participated. Echoing many of the criticisms leveled at Bishop 
Macdonell by the colonial reform press that spring, St. Paul’s laymen 
condemned the political implications of a “pensioned clergy,” and called 
for an investigation into the Bishop’s political activities and his handling of 
government funds intended for the support of the colony’s Catholic clergy. In 
their occupation of the church and assertion of a reforming agenda in public 
addresses and petitions, St. Paul’s laymen revealed the degree to which their 
religious lives were inextricably linked to their political lives and the extent 
to which their parish-based activism was enacted within the broader political 
context.11 Consequently, their occupation of St. Paul’s was more than an 
isolated parish rebellion, but was part of the broader engagement of York’s 
Irish Catholics in Upper Canadian politics and popular political culture.

The political activities of York’s Roman Catholics in 1832 are indicative 
of the shifts happening in provincial politics that decade. Previously, 
Upper Canadian politics was local in orientation with provincial or party 
concerns largely absent from electoral contests. Party allegiances were not 

Atlantic Canada: The Struggle for Leadership among the Irish Catholics of Halifax, St. 
John’s and Saint John, 1780-1850,” in Creed and Culture: The Place of English-Speaking 
Catholics in Canadian Society, 1750-1930, ed. Terrence Murphy and Gerald J. Stortz, 
126-151 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1993); “Priests, People, and Polity: 
Trusteeism in the First Catholic Congregation at Halifax, 1785-1801,” in Religion and 
Identity: The Experience of Irish and Scottish Catholics in Atlantic Canada, ed. Terrence 
Murphy and Cyril J. Byrne, 68-80 (St. John’s: Jesperson Press, 1987).

10 Smith, “Unsettled Settlers,” Chapter 4.
11 The influence of religion on Upper Canadian politics is surprisingly understudied. 

For a recent discussion of this oversight, see, Denis McKim, “God and Government: 
Exploring the Religious Roots of Upper Canadian Political Culture,” Ontario History 
105, no. 1 (2013): 74-97.
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yet entrenched and the electorate was widely dispersed, poorly informed, 
and indecisive.12 No political party could claim decisively the allegiance 
of one religious denomination over another, nor were party allegiances 
explicitly aligned with ethnicity.13 The rise of the reform movement and 
William Lyon Mackenzie’s grievances petitioning, together with the crisis 
created by his repeated expulsions from the Legislative Assembly in 1831 
and 1832, promoted the emergence of a popular political culture marked by 
petitioning and public demonstrations, particularly in York.14 Mackenzie’s 
methods and those adopted by his detractors encouraged the participation 
and interest of those excluded from the franchise, including a significant 
body of the Roman Catholic and Irish population.15 In 1832 York’s Roman 
Catholics participated in, and adopted, the methods of this popular political 
culture in their public support for the Lieutenant Governor in the spring and 
in their calls for changes within their Church in the fall. That the former 
might be considered evidence of “conservative” leanings and the latter of 
“reform” tendencies is not evidence of inconsistent politics on the part 
of the Irish Catholics of the city, but rather is indicative of the fluidity of 
politics and the limited utility of “reformer” and “conservative” binaries in 
this time and place.

Political activism on the part of Upper Canadian Irish Roman Catholics 
before 1832 had been limited. In the early 1820s, a group of York’s Irish 
Catholics made petitions to the Legislative Council to have the Orange Order 

12 Gerald Craig, Upper Canada: The Formative Years, 1784-1841 (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart,. 1963) 196.

13 Sean T. Cadigan, “Paternalism and Politics: Sir Francis Bond Head and the 
Orange Order, and the Election of 1836,” Canadian Historical Review, vol. LXXII
no. 3 (1991) 319-347; Graeme Patterson, “Whiggery, Nationality, and the Upper Canadian 
Reform Tradition,” The Canadian Historical Review LVI, no. 1 (March 1975): 25-44; 
S.F. Wise, “Tory Factionalism: Kingston elections and Upper Canada politics, 1820-36,” 
Ontario History 57 (1965): 205-225.

14 Carol Wilton, Popular Politics and Political Culture in Upper Canada, 1800-
1850 (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2000); Jeffrey McNairn, 
The Capacity to Judge: Public Opinion and Deliberative Democracy in Upper Canada, 
1791-1854 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000). 

15 No concrete numbers exist for how many Irish Catholics held the franchise in 
the 1830s, but their overrepresentation in unskilled labouring positions in urban area, 
and their recent arrival status in agricultural regions meant many failed to meet the 
property requirements for voting. Only adult male British subjects who owned property 
worth £5 or paid £10 or more in rent annually could vote. Even settlers who fulfilled the 
required settlement duties may not have had cash to pay the various patent and legal fees 
associated with acquiring title. David Wood, Making Ontario: agricultural colonization 
and landscape re-creation before the railway (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2000), 85; Lillian Gates, Land Policies of Upper Canada, 129-132; Colin 
Read, “Land Records of Old Ontario,” Histoire Sociale/Social History 30 (1997), 131.
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banned in Upper Canada, but these attempts had failed.16 Irish Catholic 
arguments that the transplantation of the Order to Upper Canada hindered 
the success of the Irish in the province were ignored by colonial legislators. 
Instead Irish Catholics were entreated to prove themselves orderly and loyal, 
and to demonstrate their worth and abilities as workers and settlers.17 Anti-
Orange protests, whether in the streets or the legislature, were interpreted 
as evidence of the transplantation of problematic and irrelevant cultural and 
political baggage from Ireland, and seen as evidence of the Irish Catholics’ 
inability to settle. An emphasis on the Irish origins of so-called “Orange-
Green” conflicts disassociated Upper Canadian causes of the violence, 
emphasized “Green” catalysts, and perpetuated the notion that Irish Catholics 
were irrational, violent, and backwards.

By the 1830s, while immigration from Ireland continued, many Upper 
Canadian Irish Catholics were sufficiently settled to offer their political 
opinions publicly, and to be thinking, active participants in the emerging 
colonial popular political culture. Yet the small scope of the franchise 
amongst Irish Catholics and the absence of visible leadership, lay or clerical, 
at a local or provincial level make it difficult to measure or assess the nature 
of the Irish Catholic “vote” in this period. For both sides of the colony’s 
political divide, Upper Canadian Irish Catholics were a potentially lucrative 
base of support largely because their natural allegiances were difficult to 
discern. As Roman Catholics it was assumed they supported “officialdom” 
and deferred in matters political to their conservative bishop, and as Irish, 
their support for the British connection was a continuing question mark, 
and their devotion to Daniel O’Connell and his political agitation entirely 
assumed.18 When directed away from “Orange-Green” causes, violence shed 
its associations with the violent Irish past, and became a visible, expected, 
and in some quarters encouraged, element of Irish Catholic political 
participation.19

The political influence of the bishop and clergy over the province’s 
Roman Catholics was assumed by their non-Catholic contemporaries, but 

16 The genesis of the anti-Orange activism at York is unknown, and the anti-
Orangeism petitions of 1822, 1823, and 1824, spearheaded by merchant and Tipperary 
Catholic William Bergin, are regrettably not extant. Smith, “Unsettled Settlers,” 26-29.

17 Ibid.
18 Ibid., 48, 52-58, 62-65; Brandon S. Corcoran and Laura J. Smith. “Bishop 

Macdonell and the Friends of Ireland: Mixing Politics and Religion in Upper Canada.” 
Historical Studies 79 (2013): 7-24.

19 Election violence was a common and frequently effective tool at the colonial 
polling station. Orange Order-led election violence, sanctioned by the Lieutenant Governor 
and ensuring a Conservative victory in 1836, was particularly effective. See, Hereward 
Senior, Orangeism: The Canadian Phase (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1972), 30; 
Cadigan, “Paternalism and Politics.”
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is difficult to substantiate.20 In 1837 a prominent Irish Catholic accused 
Bishop Macdonell of compelling the diocese’s Irish clergy to support the 
Conservatives in the election of 1836,21 but at least one priest actively resisted 
the Bishop’s attempts at political interference during that period.22 Though he 
frequently asserted the power of Catholicism to make Irish Catholics orderly 
and loyal, Bishop Macdonell’s influence over the Irish of his diocese was 
curtailed by physical, ethnic, and cultural differences. The contemporary 
press attributed any political behaviour on the part of the Irish Catholics to 
their loyalty or obedience to their bishop rather than their own politics.23 
Murray W. Nicolson’s work on the Irish Catholic community of Toronto 
argues that the Irish Catholics of Toronto were alienated from their Bishop, 
whose politics bore little relation to their own.24 Paul Romney’s analysis of 
the Toronto poll books for the 1836 provincial election supports this view. 
Romney finds that Macdonell’s public support for Conservative candidates 
failed to sway the Irish Catholic voters of Toronto; the Bishop’s “impotence” 
with Toronto’s Catholic voters was “striking” he writes.25

Bishop Alexander Macdonell was by this period a political actor who 
made no effort to hide his conservative sympathies and saw his political 

20 Lieutenant Governor John Colborne was convinced of the Bishop’s influence 
when he appointed Macdonell to the Legislative Council in 1830. James E. Rea, Bishop 
Alexander Macdonell and the Politics of Upper Canada (Toronto: Ontario Historical 
Society, 1974), 163. Similarly, a belief in Macdonell’s ability to deliver the Catholic vote 
induced Ogle Gowan and the Orange Order to solicit the bishop’s favour throughout the 
1830s and particularly during the 1836 election; see, William Kerr, “When Orange and 
Green United, 1832-1839: The Alliance of Macdonell and Gowan,” Ontario Historical 
Society Papers and Records, vol. 34 (1942), 34-42; Senior, “Orangeism;” Senior, “Ogle 
Gowan, Orangeism and the Immigrant Question,” Ontario History, vol. LXVI, no. 4 
(1974): 193-210.

21 AAK, MLB 1834-39, Col. C.J. Baldwin to Bishop A. Macdonell, 7 April 1837.
22 Though he claimed no fondness for politics, the Rev. William P. McDonagh 

refused to submit to the Bishop’s political influence. “I submit with all humility to your 
spiritual jurisdiction,” he wrote in April 1837, but “I claim for myself as well as your 
Lordship a full and perfect right to form my own opinion on politics and deny the authority 
of any man to impose upon me his own.” ARCAT, M AB31.05, Rev. W.P. McDonagh 
to Bishop A. Macdonell, 20 April 1837.

23 In the aftermath of the 1832 York riot the Upper Canada Herald,
4 April 1832, praised the Irish Catholics for their continued support of their “worthy and 
amiable” bishop. In contrast, the Colonial Advocate of 28 March 1832 explained the 
anti-reform activities of Irish Catholics as evidence of their submission to the “power 
of the priesthood.” 

24 Murray W. Nicolson, “Ecclesiastical Metropolitanism and the Evolution of the 
Catholic Archdiocese of Toronto,” Histoire Sociale/Social History XV, no. 29 (1982): 
129-56; “William O’Grady,” 23-40.

25 Paul Romney, “On the Eve of the Rebellion: Nationality, Religion, and Class in 
the Toronto Election of 1836,” in Old Ontario: Essays in Honour of J.M.S. Careless, ed. 
D. Keane and Colin Read (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 1990): 213.
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activities as a very necessary part of his role as the builder of the Roman 
Catholic Church in Upper Canada.26 His loyalty and overt support for the 
government had been rewarded with funding for his diocese in the form 
of a salary for himself and an annual allowance through which he paid the 
diocese’s priests. Macdonell saw the government’s financial support for 
the Church and his own appointment to the Legislative Council in 1830 
as a reward for his service to the Empire. Similarly, he viewed his public 
support for the government as a demonstration of his loyalty to the Crown 
and behaviour in line with that of any loyal British subject. For Bishop 
Macdonell, only those who opposed the status quo engaged in politics; 
support for the government was never “politics.”27 He refused to entertain 
criticism that these activities were incompatible with his spiritual role. While 
he conceded that “property and politics were not the best foundation and 
auxiliaries of religion,” the infant position of the Church in Upper Canada 
did not afford Macdonell the luxury of such principles: “a man without a 
command of some means or of some influence cannot promote the cause 
of religion in this country except he be gifted with the power of working 
miracles,”28 he wrote in the summer of 1832.

The Bishop’s increasingly public political activism and the Irish Catholic 
engagement with the emerging popular political culture converged in the 
spring of 1832 in York with a Roman Catholic-led initiative to counter the 
nascent reform movement and, specifically, William Lyon Mackenzie’s 
“grievances” against the colonial government. This initiative was the first 
visible political participation on the part of York’s Irish Catholics since 
the anti-Orange petitions of the early 1820s. In a series of meetings and a 
public address, Bishop Macdonell, with St. Paul’s parish priest, the Rev. 
William J. O’Grady, along with prominent local laity, such as Canadian 
Freeman editor Francis Collins and future church occupiers and “pretend” 
wardens Peter McDougall Jr. and Richard Feehan, promoted an anti-reform 
platform that asserted support for Lieutenant Governor John Colborne and 
condemned the increasingly popular political agitation of Mackenzie and 
the reform movement.29 Resolutions drafted and adopted over a series of 

26 Rea, Bishop Alexander Macdonell, 143, 159, 173.
27 Ibid., 169.
28 AAK, MLB 1829-34, BMD to Rev. W. Fraser, 10 July 1832.
29 On the context for this political turmoil and the rise of popular political 

consciousness in Upper Canada at this time, see Wilton’s chapters on the expulsion 
crisis and the pro-government response: Wilton, 85-143. For the climax of the crisis see, 
F.H. Armstrong, “The York Riots of March 23, 1832,” Ontario History 55, no. 2 (June 
1963) 61-72. With the exception of James King, every major player on both sides of the 
occupation of St. Paul’s church signed the loyalty address to Sir John Colborne in the 
spring of 1832. The Rev. William J. O’Grady provided the initial meeting place for the 
Roman Catholic meeting and drafted the declaration of loyalty. Peter McDougall Jr., 
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meetings and then presented to the Lieutenant Governor expressed gratitude 
for the blessings of civil and religious liberty and affection for the King, and 
avowed support for the “paternal care” with which Colborne was guiding 
the province. The fourth resolution, in particular, noted that the colonial 
government was not free of imperfection, but that the petitioners were 
grateful to live in freedom, and as such they did not seek any changes to 
the colonial constitution.30 These resolutions preceded and inspired similar 
declarations of support from communities throughout the province.31

The Roman Catholic political activism indicated a vehement opposition 
to Mackenzie’s politics and methods, and a concerted attempt to publicly 
declare and demonstrate Roman Catholic loyalty to the government, but 
accounts in the colonial press indicate that Catholics, the Irish in particular, 
were not as unequivocal in their support for the colonial government as 
their bishop hoped. Instead, a moderate reform faction, led by the Canadian 
Freeman’s editor, Francis Collins, was attempting to carefully convey a 
desire for change within the context of loyalty to government and opposition 
to Mackenzie. Such was the extent of the dissension within Roman Catholic 
ranks conveyed in the Canadian Freeman, and yet, as the Colonial Advocate 
was quick to note, a second discontented and perhaps more radical faction 
also existed within the Irish Catholic and pro-government faction. The 
process by which the resolutions were adopted and made public was by no 
means peaceful, with scuffles breaking out at each public meeting held by the 
Roman Catholics. The disruptions were courtesy of William L. Mackenzie 
and his followers, who attended the meetings without invitation, but also, by 
Irish Catholics who objected loudly to the Bishop’s methods, in particular 
the explicit exclusion of Protestants, and expressed discomfort at the overt 
mingling of religion and politics, while endorsing the declaration of support 
for the Lieutenant Governor.32

The coverage in the reform press of the Roman Catholic anti-grievances 
initiative and the riot that followed revealed a battle being waged for the 
political allegiance of the town’s Irish Catholic population, and it offers a 
critical prologue to the issues that were key in the occupation of St. Paul’s. 
As covered in the pages of the Colonial Advocate and the Canadian Freeman, 

was one of the few conservative rioters identified by name in March 1832. Canadian 
Freeman, 10, 17 January, 2 May 1833.

30 Canadian Freeman, 22 March 1832.
31 This movement also led to the formation of the British Constitutional Society. See 

Wilton, 118. See, also, Upper Canada Herald, 28 March 1832 and Kingston Chronicle, 24 
March 1832 for declarations of loyalty and support for Colborne from Brockville, Perth, 
Toronto, Otonobee Township, and the Johnstown District and Lennox and Addington 
Counties.

32 Smith, “Unsettled Settlers,” 315-318.
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the political events of the 1832 were less about the actual political crisis, 
Mackenzie’s expulsion and his grievances petition, but instead introduced 
public discontent with Bishop Macdonell’s leadership, his political activities, 
and finally, the implications of the state’s sponsorship of the Roman Catholic 
clergy.

The Colonial Advocate, often under the guise of a columnist named 
“Daniel O’Connell Jnr,” interpreted the Roman Catholic meetings and the 
pro-government impetus behind them as having particular ramifications for 
York’s Irish Catholics.33 In direct appeals to that community, the Colonial 
Advocate drew on the contemporary and historical Irish context to expose 
class and ethnic divisions within the town’s Roman Catholic community, 
and to predict the dire consequences that would inevitably flow from the 
introduction of religion into colonial politics. It spilled considerable ink 
condemning Bishop Macdonell’s public politics, his ties to the government, 
and, particularly, his state pension.34 Predicting that in gratitude for his yearly 
pension, Bishop Macdonell, “a thorough-bred party politician,” was about 
to sell the Catholics of the province to a government that was no different 
than the “ould tories who have persecuted [Irish Catholics] for two hundred 
years,” the Advocate warned that “the curse of Ireland,” the persistent and 
long-standing intermingling of religion and politics in that country was “fast 
coming upon us.”35 Support for the Bishop and his Tory cronies was support 
for the “accursed” system of church establishment, which, the Advocate 
predicted, would “divide your country into the protestant oppressor and the 
catholic trodden on.” So, too, would it bolster the political power of Doctor 
Strachan and his Anglican Church, binding the “chain about your children’s 
necks” that Daniel O’Connell had been trying to break for thirty years.36 
The Advocate reminded its Irish Catholic readers that religious dissension 
bred political and moral weaknesses, which gave strength to their enemies, 
but was also “the prolific parent of monstrous crime, unchristian hatred, 

33 The paper expressed alarm at their “private caucus” meetings on “secret political 
business” when leading Roman Catholics met in late February 1832. A private meeting 
at the Rev. William J. O’Grady’s home in late February 1832 was a precursor to a larger 
public meeting at which the Roman Catholic inhabitants of the city were invited to make 
a declaration of support for the Lieutenant Governor expressly counter to the grievances 
petitions being circulated by William L. Mackenzie and his supporters. Canadian Freeman, 
1 March 1832; Colonial Advocate, 23 February 1832.

34 Colonial Advocate, 8 March, 15 March 1832. Though Bishop Macdonell bore the 
brunt of the Advocate’s criticism, it did not spare the other leaders of the pro-government 
faction, who were just as guilty of manipulative self-interestedness as their Bishop and who 
also benefitted from the government purse. O’Grady for example, who was “hunt[ing] up 
voters for the sycophantic address,” had recently been given a ten-acre farm by Colborne, 
with whom he dined once or twice a week.

35 Colonial Advocate, 23 February, 15, 22 March 1832.
36 Colonial Advocate, 22 March 1832.
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violent strife, bloodshed and murder.”37 Upper Canadian Irish Catholics, 
the Advocate implored, must not allow themselves to be “made tools of 
government.”38

The Colonial Advocate was happy to contribute to an apparent unease 
in Irish circles on the issue of state sponsorship of clergy and, specifically, 
the Bishop’s government pension. As a “bosom crony” of the Lieutenant 
Governor, who drew his yearly pension “out of the pockets of the people,” 
Bishop Macdonell was neglecting the spiritual needs of his flock. His 
political entanglements had caused him to forget his proper purpose. Instead, 
the Bishop was “engendering party spirit … by inducing you to petition as 
Roman Catholics and thereby making [y]our Holy Religion … subservient 
to political and party purposes, and to the worse [sic] pretensions of deep 
and designing politicians.”39 Mackenzie repeatedly reminded his readers that 
the bishops and priests of Ireland had refused the financial support of the 
British government.40 “What do you suppose would be thought of an Irish 
Bishop if he put aside his mitre and crosier to go about the country to get 
up a sycophantic address to the Lord Lieutenant?” asked “Daniel O’Connell 
Jnr”; “why he would be hissed and booted out of society, and lose his mitre 
into the bargain.” Rather than allow “every man to pay his own priest,” the 
government pension for Roman Catholic clergy made the province’s priests 
the “subservient tools of the bigoted Governor and his selfish Government” 
who, in their prejudiced persecutions of Roman Catholics and support for 
the Orange Order, had done nothing to deserve Irish Catholic support.41 
The stakes were high, “O’Connell Jnr” warned. Allowing themselves to be 
dictated to in this way, Upper Canada’s Irish Catholics would invoke the 
scorn of their coreligionists in Lower Canada, and so, too, would “all true 
Milesians mourn the degenerated Irish of York. O’Connell would disown 
you. Your names would be mentioned with contempt and disdain in every 
corner of Ireland. Process-servers, Castle parasites, and pensioned sycophants 
alone would make common cause with you.”42

Not surprisingly, the Canadian Freeman, which was edited by Francis 
Collins, a member of St. Paul’s parish and one of the organizers of the Roman 
Catholic initiative, interpreted the Catholic political activities differently. 
The Freeman refused to engage in discussions of the Irish precedent and 
instead focused on the immediate context of Upper Canada. The Freeman 
acknowledged its discomfort with the “interference of religious bodies in 

37 Colonial Advocate, 28 March 1832.
38 Colonial Advocate, 1 March 1832.
39 Colonial Advocate, 23 February, 8 March 1832.
40 Colonial Advocate, 23 February, 8 March 1832.
41 Colonial Advocate, 8, 22 March 1832.
42 Colonial Advocate, 8 March 1832.
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political matters,” but reasoned that religion was already a significant element 
of colonial politics.43 Mackenzie’s condemnation of their meeting was an 
effort to silence Roman Catholics and deny them their right to express 
political opinions, the Freeman argued.44 The paper denied accusations that 
the Catholics were spreading religious animosity by meeting as a separate 
body from other pro-government residents of York, and instead pointed 
to similar initiatives on the part of non-Catholic inhabitants of the city as 
evidence of the rightness of their actions. A recent meeting of the “sundry” 
inhabitants of York had collected 1,000 signatures, and that group was 
“determined to go hand in hand with the Roman Catholics in putting down 
… the factious proceedings of as vile a set of hypocrites as ever disgraced 
the human character.” The Catholics expected to collect a similar number of 
signatures, and both groups were to present their addresses to the Lieutenant 
Governor together: “this harmony of political sentiment will confound the 
factious and teach such snakes in the grass as ‘Dan’l O’Connell junior,’ that 
when the Catholics met as a body, they did so with other views than that of 
creating religious animosity, and that their dissenting brethren understood 
well their meaning.”45 In his libels of the Bishop, the priests, and the 
Lieutenant Governor the columnist had revealed his “cloven foot” and, the 
Freeman predicted, only driven more Catholics to sign the declaration of 
support for the government.46

The Freeman acknowledged the issue of the government pension, but 
ultimately ignored accusations of a conflict of interest by raising the spectre 
of the much-dreaded republicanism. Bishop Macdonell had “rendered very 
essential services to his country” for his pension, and the £750 divided 
amongst all the priests and schoolmasters in the colony was “paltry” 
compared to the vast sums the “Ryersonian Methodist” priests were receiving 
from their United States Conference. “When Mackenzie speaks about Bishop 
Macdonell’s pension from his own government,” the Freeman asked, “why 
does he not tell us that the Ryersonian priests who are assisting him to agitate 
and disturb the peace of this colony are pensioned by a foreign power?”47 In 
ordinary circumstances religion and politics should be separate, the Freeman 
acknowledged, but these were no ordinary times: “the clouds of uncalled 
for and unprincipled disaffection lower over the face of the country, so as 
to threaten anarchy, confusion and the shedding of blood.” Only the “holy 

43 Collins reasoned that the dominance of Methodists in the radical reform movement 
and the religious divisions fomented by Mackenzie’s appeals to “Protestant Dissenters” 
necessitated a response along religious lines. See Canadian Freeman, 23 February, 1 
March 1832.

44 Canadian Freeman, 1 March 1832. 
45 Canadian Freeman, 15 March 1832.
46 Canadian Freeman, 22 March 1832.
47 Canadian Freeman, 1 March 1832.
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arm of religion” could counter this radical reform menace, and the Freeman 
praised the “open manly manner” in which Macdonell had endeavoured to 
“check the growth of factious proceedings in the colony.”48

Despite evidence of dissent and disunity amongst the Roman Catholics, 
the resolutions approving Colborne’s conduct and condemning Mackenzie’s 
misrepresentations were adopted, an address drafted, approved unanimously, 
and signed by one hundred Roman Catholic men, including many who had 
objected to the exclusion of Protestants and other dissenting opinions.49 
The Colonial Advocate was completely dismayed by the apparent collapse 
of this dissenting faction. Having anticipated the widespread rejection of 
the Bishop’s agenda and leadership, the paper could only offer by way of 
explanation the manipulative power of the Bishop and the passivity of the 
lay Catholics generally: “when left to themselves they negative [sic] the 
party address they had been called to support… but when Fathers O’Grady 
and McDonell had threatened them with the terrors of their religion they 
quailed before them.”50 Bishop Macdonell similarly ignored the activism of 
the laity, and accorded himself credit for the initiative, writing that he was 
proud to have mobilized York’s “disunited and distracted” Roman Catholic 
community in frustrating the “designs of the rebels and preserv[ing] the 
peace of the country.”51

The political turmoil reached its climax in a riot on the 23rd of March.52 
In response to the Roman Catholic meetings, and what he called a “scheme 
set on foot to divide the province into parties and mix up politics and 
religion,” William L. Mackenzie and his supporters called a public meeting 

48 Canadian Freeman, 22 March 1832.
49 Smith, “Unsettled Settlers,” Chapter 5; Canadian Freeman, 15, 22 March 1832. 

The resolutions passed at the meeting included an expression of gratitude to government 
and the King for “blessings of civil and religious liberty" and an assertion that Colborne 
was “pursuing a just and liberal course” in guiding the prosperity of the country with 
“paternal care.” The resolutions also acknowledged that the colonial government was 
not perfect but that the signers were grateful to live in freedom and liberty. The final 
resolution argued that Mackenzie’s grievances petition had the ultimate aim of limiting 
emigration and therefore would slow the prosperity of the colony.

50 Colonial Advocate, 28 March 1832. Auctioneer Patrick Handy and merchant 
and churchwarden William Bergin were singled out as the most glaring examples of the 
susceptibility of Irish Catholics to clerical manipulation. Handy had signed the address 
that he had vocally disapproved of during the Roman Catholic meetings. Bergin had been 
active in grievances activities during the previous year and had apparently vehemently 
opposed the separate Roman Catholic meetings earlier that month. Yet, at the eleventh 
hour he had condemned the grievances movement and had exerted force on members of 
the parish to sign the Roman Catholic resolution.

51 AAK, MLB 1829-34, Bishop A. Macdonell to Rev. W. Fraser, 10 July 1832; 
Wilton 118.

52 Armstrong, “The York Riots,” provides an overview of the events of that day.
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at which “all inhabitants, without party distinctions” were invited to discuss 
“the several matters which now agitate our public mind.”53 Tensions were 
already running high. A group had attempted to burn Bishop Macdonell in 
effigy in the York market square, and the Colonial Advocate implored its 
readers to use the planned public meeting instead to vent their frustrations.54 
At a reform meeting in Hamilton the week before Mackenzie had been 
“roughly handled” and, he claimed, nearly murdered by, as the Canadian 
Freeman gleefully confirmed, “a son of the Emerald Isle.”55 Handbills 
circulated the city in advance of the meeting called on all the loyal citizens 
to put down the “demagogues.”56

The gathering on the 23rd at the Court House proceeded without 
incident until Mackenzie climbed atop a wagon to give a speech. He was 
interrupted by, the Chronicle reported, a few “potatoe-faced [sic] broad 
shouldered Hibernians,” who seized the wagon and “triumphantly and 
ridiculously wheeled the cargo through the town, the orators tumbling out 
at every jolt, amidst abundant salutes of those detestable missiles made 
use of in pillories in Ireland and vulgarly denominated ‘rotten eggs.’”57 
Led by the Sheriff, 1,200 “friends of the Constitution” then marched to the 
Court House where they gave three cheers for the King and another three 
for the Lieutenant Governor. Another group carried Mackenzie in effigy to 
the office of the Colonial Advocate where it was “decently burnt.”58 In the 
Colonial Advocate’s version the crowd had first presented the effigy outside 
Bishop Macdonell’s residence. The crowd gave three cheers before burning 
the “editor … for a heretic.”59 A rush outside the Colonial Advocate office, 
where a gun was discharged, sparked chaos, and only the interference of 
Col. James Fitzgibbon ended the fracas.60

The Colonial Advocate was disappointed by the large Irish presence on 
the pro-government side, which it again dismissed as the work of ignorance, 
poverty, priestly coercion, and alcohol. Despite his appeals to Irish Catholic 

53 Colonial Advocate, 15 March 1832. The Canadian Freeman, 22 March 1832, 
anticipated the meeting of Mackenzie’s “saddlebag faction” in its 22 March edition. 
Reminding its readers that the colony was in a state of prosperity, but Mackenzie’s faction 
threatened that prosperity, for “nothing but an overturning of the constitution will suit 
their purposes.” the Freeman conceded that there were problems within the province but 
advised caution and moderation in reforming the corrupt and problematic institutions. 

54 Colonial Advocate, 15 March 1832.
55 Upper Canada Herald, 28 March 1832; Colonial Advocate, 22 March 1832; 

Canadian Freeman, 22 March 1832.
56 Armstrong, “The York Riots,” 63.
57 Kingston Chronicle, 31 March 1832.
58 Ibid.
59 Colonial Advocate, 28 March 1832. 
60 Kingston Chronicle, 31 March 1832.
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interests in previous issues of the Advocate, William L. Mackenzie vented 
his anger by disparaging his pro-government opponents as unrepresentative 
of the “quiet and peaceable inhabitants of York.” The violence had been 
perpetuated by nearly 200 “vagrant” Irish Catholics, who threw “stones, 
brickbats, and other missiles [and] … curs[ed] the d—d heretics.” They had 
been encouraged to violence by whisky provided to them at the Strachan 
and Macdonell-led soup kitchen; others had been paid a dollar for the 
day.61 This was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that the Colonial 
Advocate suggested pro-government Irish Catholics had been coerced by their 
poverty and dependence on the soup kitchen rather than political opinion.62 
Dependent beggars were unable to express independent political thought, 
Mackenzie opined. As such the blame for the Irish Catholic violence had to be 
put on the shoulders of the “pensioned priesthood.”63 The clergy were making 
“bad use of the religious prejudices of the catholics” for their own political 
ends. But such actions perpetuated a “fear of catholics,” Mackenzie warned, 
and “bad consequences” would naturally result “unless the villains who pull 
the wires behind the scenes can be discovered and their wings clipped.”64 
Invoking the long-standing colonial fear that Irish Catholics represented 
disorder and violence, Mackenzie discounted the political activism of the 
Irish as the work of desperation and submission.65

The Irish Catholic violence for the pro-government side was praised 
in the conservative press even as the radical press condemned it.66 The 

61 The Colonial Advocate, 28 March 1832, suggested that the crowd had also 
included a few members of government and the “residue” of the Catholic committee, as 
well as “nearly all the vagrants about the town,” and "nearly all the negroes in the town, 
they having been persuaded that the intention of the reformers was to introduce slavery!”

62 Colonial Advocate, 8 March, 15 March, 12 April 1832. The Courier of Upper 
Canada disputed at least one of these claims as “too silly trash to refute,” noting that the 
soup kitchen did not currently service any adult males “in health” (reprinted in the Upper 
Canada Herald, 4 April 1832). The Canadian Freeman, 5 April 1832, refuted the notion 
that the majority of the rioters were homeless, and asked why Mackenzie would admit to 
being beaten by “Irish beggars.”

63 Colonial Advocate, 5 April 1832.
64 Colonial Advocate, 5 April 1832.
65 In addition to reports of similar violence at other pro-government rallies 

throughout the province, the Colonial Advocate reprinted accounts of the York riot from 
other Upper Canadian newspapers that supported this view. Colonial Advocate, 28 March, 
12 April 1832. The Courier of Upper Canada had noted that the behaviour of the Irish, 
regardless of the rightness of the sentiments behind that behaviour, was problematic for 
the rest of the provincial population. The Kingston Chronicle alluded to the York riots 
and the dangerous effects of “party distinctions,” while reporting that the inhabitants of 
that town had met as a body, regardless of religious persuasion. (Both reprinted in the 
Colonial Advocate, 5 April 1832.)

66 In an analysis of the politics of Irish Catholics in the second half of the nineteenth-
century, Michael Cottrell argues that in previous decades, Irish Catholic political 
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Courier of Upper Canada saw in the York riot, proof that the Irish could 
not be seduced “from their allegiance to their sovereign,” nor prejudiced 
“against their worthy and amiable Bishop.”67 The Canadian Freeman was 
positively ecstatic with the Irish showing at the York riot, and continued to 
imply that any violence on their part was a critical, albeit harmless, part of 
Irish Catholic political participation. The Irish have always “delighted…in a 
piece of harmless frolick [sic],” the Freeman enthused, “but since we parted 
the native sod – since the last time we visited Donnybrook fair (nearly twenty 
years ago) we never saw the buoyancy of Irish vigor, in sportive playfulness 
until Friday last, which convinces us, that with all Paddy’s tameness in a 
foreign land, he still retains a little of the old marrow in his bones.” The Irish 
violence on 23 March, it declared, was reactive and, remarkably, meant to 
ensure peace. In its version of events, the Irish met their well-armed reform 
foes with their “naked hands” and did all they could to “save bloodshed.” 
Their actions were sanctioned, the Freeman argued, by the 90 per cent of 
the population who did not support Mackenzie and objected to his holding a 
public meeting. Predicting that this triumph marked the end of Mackenzie’s 
agitation and “tyrannical violence,” the Freeman suggested St. Patrick’s 
Day be henceforth celebrated on the 23rd of March.68 What the Advocate 
regarded as the transplantation of political and social violence from Ireland, 
the Freeman saw as a natural and justified response on the part of loyal 
men to reform agitation. Collins continued to promote the Irish as justified 

participation did not extend “beyond cracking skulls at election time.” See Cottrell, 
“Irish Catholic Politics in Ontario,” in The Untold Story: The Irish in Canada, (Toronto: 
Celtic Arts of Canada, 1988), 791-810; and Cottrell, “Political Leadership and Party 
Allegiance Among Irish Catholics in Victorian Toronto,” in Catholics at the Gathering 
Place: Historical Essays on the Archdiocese of Toronto, eds. Mark G. McGowan and 
Brian P. Clarke (Toronto: Canadian Catholic Historical Association, 1993), 53-68. 
Carol Wilton (118-120) argues that the 1832 Roman Catholic pro-government initiative 
refutes Cottrell’s assertion, but she overlooks the riot as a significant element of the 
Irish contribution to that initiative as well as the general trend of conservative political 
violence in the period. In his studies of electoral politics in the pre-rebellion period, 
Paul Romney does not dismiss the effect or significance of Irish-instigated political 
violence, but argues that brawling enabled lower-class disenfranchised Irish to “project 
themselves into the political process that affected their lives See Romney, “A Struggle 
for Authority: Toronto Society and Politics in 1834,” in Forging a Consensus: Historical 
Essays on Toronto, ed. V. Russell (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984) 29; and 
“SULLIVAN, DANIEL,” in Dictionary of Canadian Biography, vol. 11, (University of 
Toronto/Université Laval, 2003) http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/sullivan_daniel_11E.
html (accessed 11 September 2017). 

67 “The Great Meeting,” Courier of Upper Canada, 28 March 1832, reprinted 
in the Upper Canada Herald, 4 April 1832. Mackenzie had confirmed his disdain for 
Roman Catholics with his “inflammatory” Daniel O’Connell Jr handbills and columns, 
it charged, and now by “representing these very Catholics as low vagabonds and “pauper 
Soup Kitcheners!”

68 Canadian Freeman, 29 March 1832.
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political rioters. At the public dinner held to celebrate the York riot, the 
Freeman’s editor led a toast to “Paddy’s right arm, strong but merciful,” 
which received three cheers from those assembled.69

The conflict at St. Paul’s parish, which began a few months later, had a 
clear precursor in the Roman Catholic anti-grievances activism. The debate 
it engendered in the city’s reform press, specifically the Colonial Advocate 
and the Canadian Freeman, had a clear influence on the agenda advocated 
by the lay occupiers of the church. St. Paul’s activist laymen were prolific 
writers of petitions and public addresses, and as such their agenda was readily 
available for public consumption. The texts reveal the extent to which the 
laymen were supportive of the embattled parish priest, but advocated a 
broader, divergent agenda from that of O’Grady. In his public statements 
the Reverend O’Grady dwelt almost entirely on his dispute with the Bishop 
and the legality of the Bishop’s authority over him; in contrast, the “pretend” 
churchwardens made occasional statements of support, but instead fixated 
on macro-level issues of Church corruption and finances and the state of 
Upper Canadian Catholicism. The first public address of McDougall, King, 
Feehan and “405 others,”70 published in the Upper Canadian press in January 
1833, noted that the Catholic Church in Canada was “possessed of privileges 
founded on solemn treaty.” These privileges, the address argued, “cannot be 
arbitrarily deprived by any individual or individuals.” Bishop Macdonell’s 
action in attempting to remove the parish priest from St. Paul’s represented 
an attack on those privileges, the address implied, and “we, the members 
of the York Congregation” were determined “at any risk” to maintain those 
privileges.71 Yet an April 1833 public meeting was indicative of the extent to 
which the agendas of priest and people diverged. O’Grady began his speech 
by suggesting that the present conflict concerned “our civil and religious 
liberties,” and entreated his listeners to “resist every effort of despotism,” 
yet the priest referred only to his own persecution. Resolutions moved by 
the laymen following O’Grady’s speech offered support to the priest, praised 
his character and service, but quickly diverged to broader statements on the 
rights of the laity (“it is the duty of said congregation by all Christian and 
constitutional means to repel all invasions of their reasonable rights”), and 
got to the heart of the laity’s political agenda, namely the state-sponsorship 
of Roman Catholic clergy in Upper Canada.72 It would appear that the 
appeals of the Colonial Advocate the previous spring had indeed hit their 
mark, and the dispute between the bishop and priest gave York’s Roman 

69 Canadian Freeman, 5 April 1832.
70 “Hoganism in York,” Canadian Freeman, 17 January 1833.
71 Ibid.
72 Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor, 26 April 1833.
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Catholics the opportunity to address the Bishop’s politics and government’s 
funding of the clergy.

St. Paul’s laymen indicated that they had been commissioned by the 
parish congregation to investigate the state of Catholicism in Upper Canada. 
They alleged that Bishop Macdonell had misappropriated the government 
funds meant to support the Catholic clergy and they called for an immediate 
inquiry.73 The Bishop’s behaviour was only the tip of the iceberg, for the 
state pension itself was, the St. Paul’s laymen alleged, the “prevailing 
abuse” and “evil” in the colony. It had irrevocably harmed Catholicism by 
introducing “pecuniary and political seducements” among the clergy, of 
whom Bishop Macdonell was the primary example. His appointment to the 
Legislative Council in 1830 had led him astray, and, contrary to his station as 
a Christian bishop, he now manifested “too much the feelings of a political 
partisan.” Macdonell was too fond, the laymen noted, of delivering from 
consecrated altars, “political exhortations against Mr. McKenzie…calling 
him by the epithet ‘a little red-headed rascal’ and ‘a devil incarnate.’”74 
The present parish conflict had arisen, the laymen asserted, “in a great 
degree from the clergy being pensioners of the State.” The influence the 
government had over the clergy was “corrupt” and was “repugnant to the 
principles of the Constitution and the spirit of the Christian religion.” All 
Christians, regardless of denominations, were motivated to preserve the 
“purity of religion from the defilements of executive support and corrupting 
preferences.”75

The true extent of lay rebellion in a parish with a population of 
approximately 1,500 was a persistent source of debate. The Colonial 
Advocate, now inclined to support O’Grady despite past differences, reported 
that the priest was supported by “at least four-fifths of the Catholic parish 
of York and by the good will of more than two-thirds of the Protestant 

73 Archives of Ontario, Upper Canada Sundries, C-6877, Memorial of the Wardens 
of the Catholic Church of York, 29 January 1833: 69253-69255; C-6879, Petition from 
Roman Catholic Church at York to His Majesty the King, 20 June 1833, p. 71951-71958; 
Petition of Churchwardens of Roman Catholic Church at York, 9 July 1833: 72179-72182. 
Bishop Macdonell had, the petition alleged, reserved a portion of the allowance “under 
the pretence (sic) of paying school masters,” but instead had applied the sums to the 
“private purposes of the individual under whose control it appears to have been placed.” 
The laymen indicated that they were prepared to support this allegation with the testimony 
of “competent witnesses.” When the Lieutenant Governor ignored the request, the laymen 
threatened to take the issue to the Secretary of State for the colonies.

74 Archives of Ontario, Upper Canada Sundries, C-6879, Petition from Roman 
Catholic Church at York to His Majesty the King, 20 June 1833, p. 71951-71958.

75 Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor, 26 April 1833.
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inhabitants”76 In contrast, the Canadian Freeman, firmly on the side of 
the Bishop, refused to accept the extent of lay rebellion. The January 1833 
address of support had claimed for the priest the support of more than four 
hundred “bullies,” though the number was probably closer to one hundred, 
the Freeman argued.77 Similarly, Bishop Macdonell insisted to Sir John 
Colborne that in the 800 names on the petition submitted to the colonial 
government late in 1833, “the names of a single score of real Catholics are 
not to be found”; instead the petition represented the work of about twenty 
discontented Catholics.78

While the Bishop was loath to admit that the majority of St. Paul’s 
laymen were behind O’Grady and the churchwardens, his repeated references 
to the priest’s disdain for the “common” layman suggests that Macdonell 
was mindful of the true extent of the parish’s discontent and believed a 
campaign to win back hearts and minds was necessary. Bishop Macdonell 
reported that O’Grady had once told him that he “paid no regard to what the 
common people said, so long as he could keep on good terms with a few 
respectable members of the community.”79 The Canadian Freeman made 
much of the Reverend O’Grady’s rapid rise to social prominence upon his 
arrival in York in 1828 so as to alienate the priest from his more humble 
followers. An “accomplished courtier,” the priest had “secured the favour of 
our little Colonial Court”; he dined frequently with the Lieutenant Governor 
and most of the government officials at York, and generally lived a life 
entirely divorced from that of the common Catholics. He was “very attentive 
to the rich,” received a large income, and “lived upon the fat of the earth.” 
He also neglected the poor, the Freeman charged.80 Both the Bishop and 
the Freeman used O’Grady’s apparent failure to build a Catholic school at 

76 Colonial Advocate, 25 April 1833. Newspaper editors disposed to support the 
Bishop dismissed reports of Protestant support for O’Grady. Respectable Protestants 
attended O’Grady’s meetings only out of “curiosity,” as “ no man but a gross bigot would 
at all interfere in the domestic quarrels of a Church to which he did not belong.” Canadian 
Freeman, 18 April 1833; Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor, 26 April 1833.

77 “Hoganism in York,” Canadian Freeman, 17 January 1833. In an undated 
Canadian Freeman transcription, Collins reported that the meeting to expel the 
churchwardens and install the "pretend” wardens had been attended only by O’Grady, 
“his artizans [sic],” and “his premier Mr. Lawyer King.” Archives of Ontario, Rev. Ewan 
MacDonald fonds, Rev. John MacDonald papers, undated transcription.

78 AAK, MLB 1829-34, Bishop A. Macdonell to Sir J. Colborne, 10 December 1833.
79 ARCAT, M AB50.01, Documents connected with the Suspension of the Very 

Rev. Wm. J. O’Grady, BMD’s reply to Mr. O’Grady’s Petition, 6th January 1833.
80 Canadian Freeman, undated transcription from summer 1832 in AO, Rev.

E. MacDonald fonds, Rev. John MacDonald papers; Canadian Freeman, 16 May 1833.
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York as evidence that the priest held the welfare of the city’s poor Catholic 
children in contempt.81

Having demonstrated O’Grady’s disdain for the poor, his opponents 
attributed the devotion of the “masses” to the priest to ignorance and 
ethnic pride rather than reason, intellect, or religious devotion. Speaking 
publicly in the spring of 1833, Bishop Macdonell absolved the bulk of 
the parishioners who followed O’Grady. Most of them were “of the lower 
order, and consequently ignorant,” and the Bishop did not blame them for 
being led astray “by the audacious presumption and wily subtlety of Mr. 
O’Grady.”82 When the bishop threatened excommunication for any member 
of the parish who heard O’Grady say Mass or received sacraments from the 
priest, the Canadian Freeman noted that the action would lop off the “rotten 
branches” and separate “the scabby sheep from the fold.”83 The Bishop and 
the press made explicit comparisons between the “well-disposed” respectable 
parishioners, who had from early on refused to accept O’Grady’s ministry, 
and the volatile lower class “bullies,” who followed O’Grady blindly.84

The occupation of the church was seen as evidence of the command 
O’Grady and his “faction” held over the ignorant laity. The priest and the 
masses were in physical possession of the church, the Bishop conceded, 
but had no right to that possession for neither had contributed anything to 
the construction of the church.85 A declaration of laymen supportive of the 
Bishop, including Francis Collins, echoed these sentiments in February of 
1833: the “pretended” churchwardens who had taken “forcible” possession 
of the church had deprived the Bishop “and the respectable parishioners who 
erected the edifice, of their proper and legitimate accommodations for Divine 
Worship.”86 According to the Freeman, O’Grady and the churchwardens 
were endeavouring to “deprive the congregation of the church which they 
built.”87 Such arguments contended that those in possession of the church 

81 Canadian Freeman, undated transcription from summer 1832 in AO, Rev.
E. MacDonald fonds, Rev. John MacDonald papers.

82 Canadian Freeman, 2 May 1833. AAK, MLB 1829-34, BMD to Sir J. Colborne, 
8 January, 10 December 1833.

83 Canadian Freeman, 2 May 1833.
84 Canadian Freeman, undated transcription from summer 1832 in AO, Rev.

E. MacDonald fonds, Rev. John MacDonald papers; Canadian Freeman, “Hoganism in 
York,” 17 January, 7 March, 2 May 1833.

85 AAK, MLB 1829-34, Bishop A. Macdonell to Sir J. Colborne, 8 January 1833.
86 ARCAT, M AB50.02a, documents related to the suspension of Rev. William J. 

O’Grady, 10 February 1833. Emphasis mine.
87 “Church Affairs Again,” Canadian Freeman, 20 June 1833. In public statements, 

the Reverend O’Grady attempted to counter the suggestion that the lay people did not 
have a right to possess or control the church. He questioned Bishop Macdonell’s motives 
in trying to “seize” the church, and “take possession of this church as if it were his 
own property.” Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor, 26 April 1833. A notice appeared in the 
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could not claim the right of lay patronage, nor by extension, could they claim 
any degree of longevity or legitimacy in the parish.

These claims to respectability, longevity, and legitimacy made by 
the Bishop’s supporters were contrasted with the violence through which
the church had apparently been seized. After at least one other attempt, 
O’Grady and his supporters, as the bishop told it, had “intruded into the Church 
by violence” and had “dragged … the Rev. D. Downey in the most brutal and 
ruffian like manner from the altar during divine service while Mr. O’Grady 
was by his inflammatory harangues exciting the mob to outrage and riot.”88 
Despite its delight in “Paddy’s right arm, strong but merciful,” the previous 
spring, the Canadian Freeman now condemned the “forcible” possession 
of the church by the “well-organized band of bullies.” Peter McDougall, 
the Freeman complained, “carries the keys of Heaven (the Church) with
400 bullies at his back … to drub us into Church and drub us out of it, 
just as they may think fit and perhaps to knock out our brains for God’s 
sake, and the good of religion!!!”” The violence of the occupation and its 
infringement on the access to religious functions delegitimized the laity’s 
cause. McDougall et al noted this accusation in their first public statement of 
support for O’Grady. The previous churchwardens were not only attempting 
to “ruin” O’Grady; they “stigmatize us as a parcel of bullies and a band of 
assassins.”89

Despite the repeated attempts on the part of St. Paul’s laymen to 
frame the discussion around the state sponsorship of clergy, the Bishop, 
his supporters, and the press continued to fixate on O’Grady’s defiance 
and the continued occupation of the church.90 Bishop Macdonell failed to 
give the laymen’s calls for reform any attention, and persisted in the belief 

Canadian Correspondent in 28 September 1833, forbidding trespassing on church or 
glebe lands. It was issued by Patrick Handy, “tenant in possession.”

88 AAK, “1833-68 letter book, including Statistics of Catholics of Upper Canada;” 
Bishop A. Macdonell to Col. Rowan, 7 June 1834; Canadian Freeman, 23 August 1832. 
The “pretend” churchwardens and a number of other laymen were indicted for riot in the 
spring of 1833, but then acquitted. Appendix to Journal House of Assembly, Sess 1837-8, 
“detailed accounts of William A. Campbell, Clerk of Assize, Home District, 1833, 297-
298; “Hoganism in York,” Canadian Freeman, 17 January, 25 April 1833.

89 Canadian Freeman, “Hoganism in York,” 17 January 1833.
90 In a letter printed in the Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor following the April 1833 

meeting at the church, “A Catholic” took umbrage with the resolution condemning the 
state sponsorship of clergy, but interpreted it as evidence of the Reverend O’Grady’s 
“utter destitution of principle,” rather than an indicator of the laity’s opinion. O’Grady 
was “disgustingly ungrateful” for the government “pittance,” which was the sole support 
for most of the province’s clergy, and from which the priest had been paid “nearly double 
the amount of any other priest.” See “For the Patriot,” Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor, 
26 April 1833. In another letter to the Patriot reprinted in the Canadian Freeman on 
2 May 1833, “A Catholic” noted that Bishop Macdonell had secured the government 
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that O’Grady was the source of all conflict and dissent. In a letter to the 
Lieutenant Governor’s secretary on the subject of the petitions calling for an 
inquiry into his distribution of the government allowance, Bishop Macdonell 
attributed the petitions to the priest.91 A letter from “A Catholic” printed in 
the Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor assumed the opposition to the government 
allowance for clergy had also come from O’Grady: “he has charged upon 
the administration, a corrupt influence with the Catholic Clergy, upon 
account of the Government bounty, accorded from a paternal desire to afford 
the Irish population the consolations of their holy religion and of which 
bounty he himself has been a chief participator!!”92 The continued focus on 
O’Grady downplayed the extent of the lay rebellion and kept the bulk of the 
churchwardens’ protest out of the press. Representing the occupation of the 
church as the work of a misbehaving priest and a few of his close cronies 
accorded the laymen’s political agenda less significance, denied their right 
to determine the course of their Church, and more importantly lessened the 
extent of the Bishop’s embarrassment.

In late 1833, after the courts ruled against their occupation of the 
church, the St. Paul’s laymen made one last petition to the provincial 
Legislature.93 The petition condemned any law that allowed the government 
to interfere with the appointment of priests and bishops or gave the king 
supremacy in the religious affairs of his Catholic subjects.94 Such laws 
were “inconsistent,” the petition argued, with the “free exercise” of their 
religion guaranteed under the Québec Act. Citing the “bloodshed” and 
“wretchedness and misery” of Ireland, the petition asked the legislature 
to pass a law abolishing and outlawing any tithes payable to the Roman 

“bounty” solely from a “paternal desire to afford the Irish population the consolations 
of their holy religion.”

91 AAK, “1833-68 letter book, including Statistics of Catholics of Upper Canada,” 
Bishop A. Macdonell to Col. Rowan, 7 June 1834.

92 From the Patriot and Farmer’s Monitor, reprinted in Canadian Freeman,
2 May 1833.

93 Smith, “Unsettled Settlers,” 281-284.
94 The petition is undated and appears in Macdonell’s letter book after a letter dated 

29 November 1833. The petition was put before the House of Assembly on 3 December 
1833. See Journal of House of Assembly of Upper Canada, from the nineteenth day 
of November 1833 to the sixth day of March, 1834 ... : being the fourth session of the 
eleventh provincial Parliament (Toronto: R. Stanton, 1834), 30. http://eco.canadiana.
ca.myaccess.library.utoronto.ca/view/oocihm.9_00941_10; AAK, MLB 1829-34, BMD 
to Sir John Colborne, 10 December 1833. The nine laymen were Joseph MacDougal, 
Peter MacDougal, James King, Cornelius Keller, Paddy Handy, Charles Donne, Patrick 
McKinnon, Maurice Malone, and Thomas Ryan. The eight hundred names are not extant. 
It is probable these names represented a significant portion of the parish. In 1830, the 
parish at York was said to contain 1,275 people. See AAK, “1833-68 letter book, including 
Statistics of Catholics of Upper Canada,” census data for 1830. 
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Catholic clergy in Upper Canada.95 The petition was another indication that 
the laymen were uncomfortable with O’Grady’s argument that the Crown 
had supremacy over the Roman Catholic Church in British North America.96 
The Lieutenant Governor forwarded the petition to Bishop Macdonell, who 
immediately dismissed the petition as the work of the priest and the eight 
hundred signatures as not belonging to “real” Catholics.97 Persisting in this 
opinion enabled the Bishop to ignore the lay demands as unrepresentative 
of the true opinion of the congregation, and to continue to fixate on the 
priest as the source of the activism at St. Paul’s. The politics of the ensuing 
years, in the province and at St. Paul’s, would prove the Bishop’s folly.98

In their occupation of St. Paul’s the York lay leaders and their supporters 
had revealed themselves to be – contrary to the assertions of the bishop 
and the Canadian Freeman – motivated by more than defiance, anger, and 
blind devotion to the Rev. William J. O’Grady; instead St. Paul’s laymen 
demonstrated a clear concern with the progress of their religion and parish 
community in Upper Canada. The appeals of the Colonial Advocate had 
depended on a transatlantic political connection between Ireland and 
Upper Canada, drawing directly from the Upper Canadian Irish Catholics’ 
transnational identity and their memory of Ireland and its history.99 The 
history of sectarianism in Ireland, as well as the politics of contemporary 
Ireland, particularly with regard to religion, and the status of the Roman 
Catholic Church within the British Empire were invoked to draw clear 
parallels to the Upper Canadian context. Yet it is clear that Irish Catholic 
political activism in Upper Canada was not on behalf of Ireland, but rather 

95 AAK, MLB 1829-34, petition to the Upper Canadian Legislature from the Roman 
Catholics of York, 1833.

96 ARCAT, M AB50.01a, Copy of Rev. W.J. O’Grady’s petition to Sir. J. Colborne, 
4 January 1833.

97 AAK, MLB 1829-34, Bishop A. Macdonell to Sir J. Colborne, 10 December 1833.
98 Smith, “Unsettled Settlers,” Chapters 4 and 5. Irish Catholic laymen continued 

to use their leadership positions within St. Paul’s parish to advocate for change within 
the diocese. In the mid 1830s, St. Paul’s Irish churchwardens lobbied for the eradication 
of property requirements for the office of churchwarden. They argued that “the will of 
the congregation” was that “suffrage be made universal and no distinction between rich 
and poor in the house of God.” ARCAT, M AC29.11, Resolutions of Churchwardens 
of Toronto, 12 December 1836. Inexplicably, the Bishop persisted in his belief that the 
Reverend O’Grady was the source of all dissent within his diocese, and was surprised when 
told in 1837 that the St. Paul’s occupation had actually been about the state sponsorship 
of clergy rather than just support for the suspended priest. See this exchange: AAK, MLB 
1834-39, Bishop A. Macdonell to Col. C. Baldwin, 27 March 1837; Col. C. Baldwin to 
Bishop A. Macdonell, 7 April 1837.

99 As Mary Haslam has suggested for Lower Canada, it is clear that “discourses on 
Ireland and the Irish had a direct impact on the questioning of colonial structures” in Upper 
Canada as well. See, “Ireland and Québec 1822-1839: Rapprochement and Ambiguity,” 
The Canadian Journal of Irish Studies, vol. 33, no. 1, (Spring 2007): 75.
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centered on Upper Canada. Their protest, enacted within, and adopting 
the methods of, the contemporary political climate, sought to expose and 
remedy the corruption they perceived within their parish and the diocese of 
Kingston and enabled them to negotiate their place as political actors and 
contributing residents of their new home.
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CCHA Historical Studies, 84 (2018), 72-86

Rome and Early North America:
A Transatlantic Relationship
of Love and Hate, 1783-1830

Luca Codignola

Abstract: This article investigates the early relations between North 
America and Rome, considered in its role as the central government of the 
Holy See. It shows the unexpected web of relations that existed between 
Rome and both the United States and British North America (especially 
Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island and Upper Canada). 
These took place either through letter writing or, increasingly after 1815, 
personal visits. This article argues that through their stay in Rome – as 
short-time visitors, long-term residents in Rome prior to their North 
American postings, or students (at the Urban College of Propaganda 
Fide, at the Roman College, or at the establishments of their own religious 
communities) – many members of the North American Church underwent 
a process of Romanization, a significant feature that they brought with 
them to North America. This article also shows that there is little if any 
evidence of North American ecclesiastics who developed a personal 
admiration – or “love” – for the Eternal City. In fact, there were more 
opportunities for them to develop an aversion – or “hate” – for anything 
Roman rather than the opposite.1

Résumé : Dans cet article on traite des premiers rapports entre l’Amérique 
du nord et Rome en tant que le gouvernement du Saint-Siège. Il montre le 
lien inattendu des rapports à l’époque entre Rome et les Etats-Unis ainsi 
que l’Amérique du Nord britannique (surtout Terre-Neuve, la Nouvelle 
Écosse, l’Île-du-Prince-Edouard et le Haut Canada). Ces rapports étaient 
epistolaires ou, après 1815, de plus en plus personnels. Cet article propose 
que grâce à leur séjour à Rome, en tant que visiteurs de courte durée, les 
résidents de longue durée à Rome avant d’être nommés en Amérique du 
Nord, ou en tant qu’étudiants (au Collège urbain de Propaganda Fide, 
au Collège de Rome ou dans les établissements de leur communauté 
religieuse), plusieurs members de l’Église de l’Amérique du Nord ont 
vécu des influences de « Romanisation », un trait important qu’ils avaient 

1 This article has been adapted from a keynote address delivered at a joint session 
of the Canadian Catholic Historical Association and the Canadian Historical Association 
in Regina in May 2018.
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apporté avec eux en Amérique du Nord. On se permet également de 
montrer dans cet article qu’il y a très peu de prevue d’amour personnelle 
ou d’amour pour la Ville éternelle chez les ecclésiastiques nord-américains. 
Par contre, il y avait plus de preuves d’aversion ou de “haine” pour toute 
chose romaine plutôt que le contraire.

Introduction

We cannot come to grips with the early history of the Roman Catholic 
Church in North American without understanding its evolving relationship 
with the Holy See, the ultimate source of authority, instruction, and 
assistance. Rome enjoyed three roles in its relationship with North America. 
First and foremost, Rome was a symbol, the spiritual centre of global 
Catholicism, “the source of lights and ... [the] centre of Catholic unity,” 
as one North American bishop described it. As such, its influence was felt 
throughout the world, even by Catholics who had never visited the Italian 
peninsula, let alone Rome. This symbolic role mirrors the Protestant view 
of the “Romish” or “Popish” church, and is such a well-known element of 
the historiography of Christianity that one may take it for granted – except 
for an example which is as anecdotal as it is enlightening. When in 1825 
Pope Leo XII (1760-1829) issued an encyclical letter calling for financial 
help aimed at rebuilding and restoring the Roman basilica of Saint Paul 
Outside the Walls, which had been pervasively destroyed by fire in 1823, 
Antoine Gagnon (1785-1849), the missionary of Shediac, in New Brunswick, 
managed to collect 30 louis in what was then one of the poorest districts of the 
archdiocese of Québec. Others joined in from throughout the archdiocese. In 
the end, the Archbishop of Québec, Bernard-Claude Panet (1753-1833), was 
able to send the astounding sum of 1,400 dollars to the pope, for the restoring 
of a church none of the subscribers was ever going to see. One should add 
that the archbishop of Baltimore, the Sulpician Ambroise Maréchal (1764-
1828), reacted to the encyclical by saying that any collection would have 
been useless, and did not even start one.2

Secondly, Rome was the capital of the Pontifical States, an area that 
included a large portion of the central Italian peninsula. The city itself had 

2 Archives of the Sacred Congregation “de Propaganda Fide” (Rome) [hereafter 
APF], Scritture Originali Riferite nelle Congregazioni Generali [hereafter SOCG], vol. 
937, ff. 637rv-638rv, Joseph-Octave Plessis to Francesco Fontana, 17 Apr. 1819; Archives 
de l’Archeveché de Québec [hereafter AAQ], 7 CM, I, 44, Ambroise Maréchal to Plessis,
23 Apr. 1825; ibid., 311 CN, V, 71, Antoine Gagnon to Bernard-Claude Panet, 8 Oct. 1826; 
APF, Congressi, America Settentrionale [hereafter C, AS], vol. 2, ff. 530rv-531rv, Bernard-
Claude Panet to Robert Gradwell, 15 Nov. 1826. For Leo XII’s bull Ad plurimas easque 
(25 Jan. 1825), see Claudia Carlen, ed., The Papal Encyclicals, 1740-81 (Wilmington, 
NC: McGrath Publishing Co., 1981), I: 1740-1878, xx-xxi. In this article, all quotations 
have been translated into English.
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a population of some 130,000 inhabitants in 1815, roughly the same size 
as New York City. (At the same time, Québec City hardly reached 20,000, 
whereas London had 1.4 million inhabitants.) American and British North 
American prelates who visited Rome were appalled by the wretched and 
decayed appearance of the Eternal City. They measured it against Rome’s 
symbolic role as the centre of Christianity and the seat of the ancient Roman 
empire, whose ruins and monuments were everywhere to be seen as remnants 
of a long-lost magnificence. To be sure, the Pontifical States were less 
backward in economic terms than they are usually depicted, certainly not 
more so than the rest of rural Europe. Young John Carroll (1735-1815), the 
future archbishop of Baltimore, remarked just that on the occasion of his 
early 1770s European grand tour, his only visit to the Eternal City.3

Rome’s third role merits more emphasis. In its capacity as Holy See – a 
definition that is the equivalent of British Crown meaning the government 
of Great Britain – Rome also represented the central government of the 
Catholic Church. It consisted of the pope, the cardinals, and a plethora of 
high-ranking and clerical bureaucrats who were usually ordained priests 
and lived in Rome. They were assisted by a significant number of foreign 
priests, some of whom were the official agents of the ecclesiastical superiors 
or ecclesiastical communities they had left at home. Their presence, together 
with the high number of foreigners who lived there or visited it, made Rome 
one of Europe’s most international centres. In the period covered by this 
article, none of these Roman or foreign priests had ever set foot in North 
America, but a few dealt with the United States or British North America 
as part of their daily bureaucratic routines. Their relationship with North 
America took place mostly through the letters they received from and sent to 
their correspondents over the Atlantic Ocean, the missionaries or would-be 
missionaries that they sent to North America, or the visitors – ecclesiastics 
but also laymen – who went to Rome in person. Letters, missionaries, and 
visitors constantly grew in number, as personal visits became less rare 
occurrence from 1815 onwards.4

3 On the economy, see Hanns Gross, Rome in the Age of Enlightenment: The 
Post-Tridentine Syndrome and the Ancien Regime (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990); Giovanni Pizzorusso, “Una regione virtuale: il Lazio da Martino V a Pio 
VI, “ in Atlante storico-politico del Lazio (Rome, Bari: Editori Laterza, 1996), 63-87; 
Domenico Scacchi, “Alla ricerca di una regione. Il ‘Lazio’ dalla Repubblica giacobina 
alla I guerra mondiale,” in ibid., 89-105; Giorgio Ciucci, ed., Roma moderna (Bari, 
Rome: Editori Laterza, 2002). For John Carroll’s view, see Thomas O’Brien Hanley, ed., 
The John Carroll Papers (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1976), I: 
1755-1791, 24-25.

4 In general, see Luca Codignola, Blurred Nationalities across the North Atlantic: 
Traders, Priests, and Their Kin Travelling between North America and the Italian 
Peninsula, 1763-1846 (Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 2019), 
forthcoming.
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From America to Rome

Throughout the seventeenth century and until the Conquest of Canada in 
1760, reciprocal letter writing had been a necessity. The Holy See bureaucrats 
constantly reminded their correspondents around the world, including North 
America, to keep them abreast of the state of Catholicism in their territories 
and periodically devised printed questionnaires to that effect. For their part, 
North American priests were not as diligent as they were expected to be 
in answering Rome’s pleas. There were several reasons for this. Jesuits in 
the British continental colonies and New France reported to their English 
and French superiors not to Rome. As for the Bishop of Québec, once the 
diocese was erected in 1674 he became one of many French bishops who 
were required to comply with the Gallican Church. In so doing the bishop 
lost his direct relationship with Rome, only to recover it immediately after 
the Conquest, that is, almost a century later. And yet, on a number of issues 
recourse to the Holy See was a necessity, for example, when new bishops 
were to be appointed, ecclesiastical jurisdictions assigned or subdivided, 
or marriage dispensations approved or disavowed. Finally, Rome’s direct 
intervention became the last resort whenever religious orders of communities 
could not settle their differences or individual missionaries felt wronged by 
their superiors.5

As I have already written on the reciprocal influences of letter writing, 
in order to address the “love and hate” issue this article will now concentrate 
on “real” people who crossed the Atlantic Ocean. The very first ecclesiastical 
visitor to Rome was none other than John Carroll, then a member of 
the Society of Jesus, who was in Rome for some six months in 1772-3. 
Post-Vatican II United States historiography has attributed Carroll’s cold 
relationship with the Holy See to his project of creating an American national 
church aligned with the democratic principles of the New Republic while 
distancing it from its obscurantist European background.6

5 For a long-term view, see Codignola and Pizzorusso, «Les lieux, les méthodes 
et les sources de l’expansion missionnaire du Moyen Age au XVIIe siècle: Rome sur la 
voie de la centralisation,» in Laurier Turgeon, Denys Delâge, and Réal Ouellet, eds., 
Transferts culturels et métissages Amérique / Europe XVIe-XXe siècle (Québec : Les 
Presses de l’Université Laval, and Paris : L’Harmattan, 1996), 139-148; for an example 
of such an epistolary exchange, see Codignola, « Quoi de neuf sur la prétendue servitude 
de Monseigneur Briand (1760 à 1766) ? Une nouvelle lecture historiographique de 
l’après-Trudel à partir des archives romaines », in Martin Pâquet, Matteo Sanfilippo, 
and Jean-Philippe Warren, eds., Le Saint-Siège, le Québec et l’Amérique française. Les 
archives vaticanes, pistes et défis (Québec : Presses de l’Université Laval, 2013), 109-131.

6 For an emphasis on sources, see, for example, Codignola, Fernand Harvey, and 
Pierre Hurtubise, eds., L’Amérique du Nord française dans les archives religieuses de 
Rome 1600-1922. Guide de recherche (Québec: Éditions de l’IQRS and Les Presses 
de l’Université Laval, 1999); Codignola, Pizzorusso, and Sanfilippo, Le Saint-Siège, 
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This seems to be a case of reading history backward. Undoubtedly, 
Carroll’s foremost loyalty was not towards Rome but towards the Society 
of Jesus, so that during his stay in Rome its impending suppression (21 July 
1773) did not foster any empathy or affection towards the Holy See and 
its bureaucracy. In fact, Carroll’s frustrations with the Holy See’s delays 
and lack of attention towards the needs of his Baltimore flock is plainly 
detectable, for example, in his reaction to the unhappy story of the first 
two young American students he had personally sent to the Propaganda 
Fide’s Urban College in the late 1780s. The two “lads,” Felix Theophilus 
Dougherty (1774-1822) and Ralph Smith (c.1772-post 1797), spent ten years 
at the College (1787-97), but in the end they both returned home in disgrace 
and never fulfilled their initial promise. Carroll attributed their failure to 
Propaganda Fide itself, where, as “others said, & I always suspected ... 
the atmosphere ... was not favourable to the studies or principles of those 
who are destined to the ministry [in the United States],” all the more so 
given Propaganda Fide’s alleged anti-Jesuit stand. Dougherty and Smith 
had perhaps profited too much from their Roman stay, enjoying happy 
excursions in Rome’s surroundings and even imbuing themselves with the 
revolutionary ideas of the time.7

Another Maryland-born Jesuit, John Mattingly (1745-1807), was in 
Rome during Carroll’s visit. A recently appointed professor at the Venerable 
English College, his stay in Rome was cut short by the suppression of the 
Society. We unfortunately have no clues about his attitude towards the Holy 
See, although we can surmise that he shared Carroll’s qualms. The exceptional 
experience of John Thayer (1755-1815), a Boston Congregationalist and 
former student at Yale University, also belongs to these early years. In 1783 
the American diplomat Benjamin Franklin (1706-90) sent him to Rome on 
some personal errand. Yet during the three months he spent there Thayer fell 

le Canada et le Québec: Recherches dans les archives romaines (Viterbo: Sette Città, 
2011); Codignola and Sanfilippo, “A Key Tool for the Study of American Catholicism,” 
in Matteo Binasco, Roman Sources for the History of American Catholicism, 1763-
1939, ed. by Kathleen Sprows Cummings (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2018), 1-23. For an assessment of US historiography, see Codignola, “Roman 
Catholic Conservatism in a New North Atlantic World, 1760-1829,” The William and 
Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., LXIV, 4 (October 2007): 717-756, republished in Marguerite 
Ragnow and William D. Phillips, Jr., eds., Religious Conflict and Accommodation in the 
Early Modern World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, Center for Early Modern 
History, 2011), 153-206.

7 On Felix Theophilus Dougherty and Ralph Smith, see Codignola, “The Molding 
of a Roman Élite: Ralph Smith and Felix Theophilus Dougherty, the First American 
Students at Rome’s Collegio Urbano, 1783-1824,” Itineraria. Travel Literature and 
Knowledge of the World from Antiquity to the Renaissance, 13 (2014): 1-15, revised in 
Codignola, Blurred Nationalities (forthcoming 2019). Carroll’s quotation is in Carroll to 
Charles Plowden, 11 Dec. 1798, in Hanley, ed., John Carroll Papers, II: 1792-1806, 249.

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   768323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   76 2018-07-17   09:21:342018-07-17   09:21:34



— 77 — 

in love with the city and was enthused by the unexpected intellectual debate 
with his peers. In the end, he formally abjured and took his first communion 
before returning to Paris, where he was tonsured. A startled Franklin mused: 
“Our ancestors from Catholic became first Church-of-England men, and then 
refined into Presbyterians ... To change now from Presbyterianism to Popery 
seems to be refining backwards, from white sugar to brown.”8

Let us close this introductory section on the attitude towards Rome 
of the early distinguished North American visitors with Joseph-Octave 
Plessis (1763-1825), the archbishop of Québec, who was roughly Carroll’s 
contemporary. Plessis travelled to Rome not in his youth, as Carroll 
had done, but towards the end of his life. Plessis’s case disproves the 
American historians’ thesis that Carroll’s aversion to Rome was caused by 
his democratic leanings. Plessis, who certainly was no democrat, did not 
appreciate Rome nor the Holy See, and could not leave too soon. Overall, he 
lived in Rome for three months in 1819-20 in what was the first journey of a 
French-speaking British North American priest to the centre of the Catholic 
Church. In spite of his repeated pleas – “a poor bishop who comes from the 
ends of the Earth,” one who, “because he finds himself at the centre of the 
light, must attempt to catch as many rays as he can take away with him” – 
officials at the Propaganda Fide kept him waiting for weeks, including two 
exasperating weeks of Carnival festivities that closed the city down. Plessis 
was under the impression that he had been left alone to wander about. Even 
the agent he trusted and paid, the local clerk Francesco Lavizzari (fl.1793-
1832) claimed various illnesses and provided little company or assistance. 
In spite of three personal audiences that Pope Pius VII (1742-1823) granted 
to him and of his appointment as assistant to the pontifical throne, Plessis 
left Rome a disgruntled man – like Carroll, never to return.9

8 For John Mattingly, see APF, Congressi, America Centrale [hereafter C, AC],
vol. 1, ff. 557rv-558rv, [John B. Mattingly], Relazione data da Gio: Mattingli di Marilandia 
sullo stato della Religione in quella Provincia in Settemb.re 1773; described and partially 
transcribed in Thomas A. Hughes, History of the Society of Jesus in North America 
Colonial and Federal: Text and Documents (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1907-17), 
II: Text. From 1645 till 1773 (1917), 554-556. See also Paul H. Mattingly, “A Maryland 
Jesuit in Eighteenth-Century Europe,” Maryland Historical Magazine, CVII, 2 (Summer 
2012): 144-146. For John Thayer’s Roman experience, see Vance, America’s Rome (New 
Haven, London: Yale University Press, 1989), II: Catholic and Contemporary Rome, 
3-6; Frank D. Cogliano, No King, No Popery: Anti-Catholicism in Revolutionary New 
England (Wesport, London: Greenwood Press, 1995), 138-139; Maura Jane Farrelly, 
Anti-Catholicism in America, 1620-1860 (Cambridge, New York, 2018), 106. Benjamin 
Franklin’s quotation is in Franklin to Jonathan Williams, 13 Apr. 1785, in Albert H. 
Smyth, The Writings of Benjamin Franklin (New York: The Macmillan Company, and 
London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 1905-10), IX: in 1783-1788 (1906), 303.

9 APF, C, AS, vol. 2, ff. 305rv-306rv, Plessis to Fontana, 4 Jan. 1820 (quotations); 
ibid., ff. 324rv-325rv, Plessis to Fontana, 5 June 1820 (annoyed by delays); Westminster 
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From Rome to America

Carroll’s, Thayer’s, and Plessis’s attitude towards Rome and the Holy 
See are rather well known, thanks to the fact that the accounts of their 
experiences were later published. What has never been pieced toge ther 
so far is the extent of Rome’s influence over so many ecclesiastics who 
brought their Roman experience with them to British North America and 
the United States, irrespective of their national origin. To be sure, such 
influence must be individually assessed, yet, while reviewing what is to 
follow, let us not forget that we are dealing here with the issue of “love 
and hate,” and that, if “love” is too strong a word, there certainly is room 
for a significant adherence to Roman ways. In fact, being Roman was not 
an accident of birth. Rather, it was a frame of mind that one acquired when 
living in the Eternal City – the younger the age at arrival and the longer the 
stay, the higher the level of Romanization. For a priest, to be Romanized 
meant to be better acquainted with the bureaucratic ways of the Holy See, 
to be fluent in Latin and Italian, and to know personally some members of 
the Roman bureaucracy. It also meant sharing the modus operandi of the 
Roman Church with regard to liturgy, ceremonies, celebrations, symbolic 
representations, devotions, and prayers. More than anything else, however, 
to be Romanized meant to regard the ways of the Holy See as an expression 
of ultimate authority and an ideal to be followed and reproduced as much 
as possible in one’s new surroundings.

One community that developed a steady relationship with North 
America was that of the Franciscans Observant of St. Isidore’s College. St. 
Isidore’s provided the earliest top leaders for Newfoundland’s large Catholic 
community. James Louis O’Donel (1737-1811), Patrick Lambert (1754-
1816), and Thomas Scallan (1765-1830), the first three vicars apostolic of 
Newfoundland, had in common not only their origin in southeastern Ireland, 
but also, the many formative years they spent at St. Isidore’s, from the 1750s 
onwards. To show his affection, in 1815 Lambert offered a substantial sum 
out of his own money to help the re-establishment of his “beloved Santo 
Isidoro” after the Napoleonic ravages. As for Scallan, in 1822 he sent over 
3,000 pounds of cod, “our staple commodity,” to the college, where he 
returned, mainly for sentimental reasons, after an absence of thirty years. By 
1815 the MacCormick brothers, James (1750-1818) and Michael (d.1820), 
had been living in Rome for thirty-seven years. The troubled political 

Diocese Archives (London), A, vol. 65, folder VI B 1, [no. 12], Plessis to William Poynter, 
13 Nov. 1820 (Francesco Lavizzari). For Plessis’s official account of his visit to Rome, 
see Plessis, Journal d’un voyage en Europe 1819-1820, ed. Henri Têtu (Québec City: 
Pruneau & Kirouac, 1903), 239-327 (the original journal is in AAQ, 31-11 A, Fonds
Mgr Joseph-Octave Plessis, vol. 9-8).
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times in Europe, swept by revolution and war, had made it impossible for 
them to reach the North American stations to which they had been invited 
– Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, or Maryland. Other Franciscans – Thomas 
Anthony Ewer (or Yore, c.1750-1833), Ambrose Fitzpatrick (fl.1792-1818), 
Michael Francis Egan (1761-1814), and Charles Bonaventure Maguire (1768-
1833) – were luckier, in that they secured their Atlantic passage and ended 
their careers either in Newfoundland or the United States.10

Given the small size of the St. Isidore community, the number of 
Franciscan Observants who studied there, were ordained in Rome, and 
eventually moved to North America as missionaries is astonishing. This 
is not to say that the college was constantly abuzz with North American 
matters, since the connection with Ireland was by far the strongest influence 
among the friars, and the troubling events of the French Revolution and the 
Napoleonic Wars were their main concern. Yet there certainly was among 
the friars an uncommon familiarity with North America. What is even more 
significant, all these Franciscans Observant brought with them to North 
America a Roman ecclesiastical culture that must have strongly influenced 
and modified their original Irish ways. Incidentally, during his ten years in 
Rome in the 1750s and 1760s, O’Donel got acquainted with the Highland 
priest, James MacDonald. When in 1772 the earliest group of Highland 
Catholics left for the Island of St. John’s, later Prince Edward Island, 
MacDonald was with them. One of the assets he brought with him from 
Rome was his proficiency in a number of languages – his native Highland 
Gaelic and English, of course, but also Latin, Italian, and French. Thus, he 
was able not only to correspond with the faraway Bishop of Québec, who was 
his immediate superior, but also to minister to the Acadians of Malpèque.11

Another Roman community that proved somewhat connected with both 
Ireland and the United States was that of the Dominicans. Foremost among 
them was John Connolly (1751-1825), who was consecrated bishop of New 
York in 1814. Before moving to the United States, he had spent in various 
capacities thirty-seven years in Rome, where he perfected his knowledge 
of the inner workings of the Holy See bureaucracy and was often asked for 
advice on matters relating to the Irish wherever they might be, including 
the United States and Newfoundland. Bishop Carroll, for one, was startled 

10 Patrick Lambert to Lawrence Callanan or Richard Hayes, 5 June 1815, in Hans 
Rollmann, “Gentlemen-Bishops and Faction Fighters: Additional Letters pertaining to 
Newfoundland Catholicism, from the Franciscan Library at Killiney (Ireland),” Journal of 
the Canadian Church Historical Society, XXX, 1 (April 1988): 3-19, p. 10 (“beloved”); 
Thomas Scallan to [?Richard Walsh], 6 Nov. 1822, in ibid.: 13 (cod). On all these 
Franciscans Observant, see Codignola, Blurred Nationalities (forthcoming 2019).

11 AAQ, 310 CN, I, no. 1, James MacDonald to [Jean-Olivier Briand], 9 Sept 1772 
(languages); ibid., 3, MacDonald to [Briand], 28 Sept. 1773 (Acadians).
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when he learned of Connolly’s appointment: “I wish this may not become 
a very dangerous precedent, fruitful of mischief by drawing censure upon 
our religion, & false opinion of the servility of our principles.”12

In the ten years he spent in the United States, Connolly was plagued 
by an especially violent and divisive outburst of the so-called “trustee 
controversy,” which opposed local church representatives to the canonically 
appointed episcopal representatives. The way in which Connolly tried to 
manage the New York crisis had little to do with Ireland, his place of birth. 
Rather, it was mostly shaped by his Roman experience, just what Carroll 
had feared the most. One wonders how Richard Luke Concanen (1747-
1810), another Dominican and Connolly’s immediate predecessor, would 
have reacted to the trustee controversy, had he been able to assume his 
role as bishop of New York. After more than thirty years in Rome, poor 
Concanen died on board the ship that was to take him to New York City 
and never had the opportunity to show the extent of his Roman upbringing 
in the New World. Other Irish-born Dominicans followed in Connolly’s 
and Concanen’s steps, as they went to the United States by way of Rome. 
However, because they spent less time in the city, in their attitude towards 
the trustee controversy they may have been influenced more by their Irish 
upbringing than by their loyalty to newly acquired Roman ways.13

One could continue to list the several ecclesiastics, most of them of Irish 
origin, who spent a considerable amount of time in Rome before moving 
to North America, where their activity showed an unusual attachment to 
Rome and a steady adherence to Roman ways. However, it is instructive to 
concentrate on the experience of some of the students of the Urban College 
(Collegio Urbano). This was the seminary where Propaganda Fide trained 
would-be missionaries from all over the world. Once they returned home, 
these former students were meant to occupy the highest ranks of their national 
ecclesiastical hierarchy.

12 Carroll to Plowden, 25 June and 24 July 1815, in Hanley, ed., John Carroll 
Papers, III (1807-1815), 338.

13 Carroll to Plowden, 25 June and 24 July 1815, in Hanley, ed., John Carroll Papers, 
III: 338 (quotation). A remark similar to Carroll’s was made by the bishop of Boston, 
the French-speaking Jean-Louis-Anne-Madelain Lefèbvre de Cheverus (AAQ, 7 CM, 
II, no. 22, Lefèbvre de Cheverus to [Plessis], 22 May 1815). A few years later the vicar 
apostolic in the London district, Poynter, commented that Connolly was chosen on account 
of a secret plan to supply the United States with Irish bishops and priests (APF, C, AC,
vol. 7, ff. 261rv-263rv, [Poynter] to [Gradwell], 26 May 1821). The circumstances of 
Richard Luke Concanen’s last journey and death are in Archives of the Archdiocese 
of Dublin, AB2, I, 28/1, no. 291, ff. 382rv-383rv, Peter Plunket to John Thomas Troy,
3 Sept. 1810. A popular account of Concanen’s and Connolly’s vicissitudes is in George 
J. Martin and Brad Milner, Sons of Saint Patrick: A History of the Archbishops of
New York from Dagger John to Timmytown (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2017), 13-19.
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Recommended by the archbishop of Dublin, Francis Patrick Kenrick 
(1797-1863) joined the Urban College in 1815, the first North American 
student after Dougherty and Smith in the 1780s. At the time, students of the 
Urban College represented a close-knit community. They grew from twelve 
in 1817-18 to thirty-two in 1821-22. Kenrick proved to be so good during 
his years in Rome that Propaganda Fide decided to send him to the United 
States instead of his native Ireland, as was the intention of the archbishop 
of Dublin, John Thomas Troy (1739-1823), who had paid for his education 
in Rome. Kenrick exemplified the fulfillment of the Urban College’s raison 
d’être and provides the earliest evidence of how an education in Rome, 
where he had lived for six years, could Romanize a foreign-born candidate 
and prepare him for missionary leadership. Eminent American Catholic 
historian Jay P. Dolan, who has a negative view of Romanization, is positive 
about the fact that Kenrick’s Roman features represented a drawback for the 
development of American Catholicism. According to Dolan, Kenrick “looked 
to Rome, not the United States, for his understanding of how authority was 
to be exercised on the church.”14

Over the years, North American students from the United States or 
British North America, or English-speaking students from Scotland or Ireland 
who were directed across the Atlantic Ocean, grew in number. For various 
reasons, including the premature death of some, not all remained in Rome 
for the expected six to seven years. Some, however, stayed much longer, for 
ten or eleven years. Undoubtedly, the sharing of the same early experiences, 
physical premises, and Roman education played a major role in the cultural 
influence they took back with them when they returned home. This included 
a good knowledge of Italian and Latin and a familiarity with Roman ways, 
neither of which was available to the rest of the clergy.

The year 1829 saw the arrival of the earliest British North American 
cohort at the Urban College. Two of them, Eugene MacEachern (1810-39) 
and Norbert MacEachern (1809-34), were from Prince Edward Island; 
two, Colin Francis MacKinnon (1810-79) and Neil MacLeod (1809-91), 

14 Urban College students were asked to take an oath after the first seven months, and 
were meant to complete their course of studies in six years, reading rhetoric, philosophy, 
and then theology. On the role of the Urban College with special regard to the United 
States, see Robert F. Trisco, The Holy See and the Nascent Church in the Middle Western 
United States 1826-1850 (Rome: Gregorian University Press, 1962), 205-224. See also 
Jay P. Dolan, In Search of an American Catholicism: A History of Religion and Culture 
in Tension (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 50 (quotation); Dale B. 
Light, Rome and the New Republic: Conflict and Community in Philadelphia Catholicism 
between the Revolution and the Civil War (Notre Dame, London: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1996), 247, 251 (the best summary of Kenrick’s loyal relationship with 
the Holy See). For details on Francis Patrick Kenrick’s stay at the Urban College, see 
Codignola, Blurred Nationalities (forthcoming 2019).
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were from Nova Scotia; a fifth, Alexander Ronald MacDonell (1816-post 
1839), another native of Prince Edward Island, came from Upper Canada. 
The two Nova Scotians, who spent nine years in Rome, returned home in 
1837 to become important leaders of their Church. The two MacEacherns 
from Prince Edward Island were less fortunate. Eugene died on his return 
journey from Leghorn to North America; Norbert died of tuberculosis at 
the college. MacDonell returned to Upper Canada after almost eleven years 
in the Eternal City.15

From 1830 onwards, as the overall number of Urban College students 
continued to grow, so did the number of young men who arrived from the 
eastern and western United States, Upper Canada, Nova Scotia, and Prince 
Edward Island. In the ten years from 1828 to 1837 thirty-one students from 
North America joined the college. Four of them were North American 
aboriginals, of whom two came from the US-Upper Canadian border. One 
was William Mackawdabinessy, also known as Blackbird (c.1815-33), an 
Ottawa native from the traditionally Catholic district of L’Arbre Croche, near 
Mackinaw, in Michigan, who fell ill and died in 1833 after only one year at 
the College. His cousin, Kiminitchigan, also known as Augustin Hamelin 
(1813-62), technically a Métis, resisted just a little longer. He survived the 
Roman ordeal and returned home, where he became a prominent leader of 
the Ottawa nation, and, from 1836 to 1861, an official interpreter for the 
United States government.16

The unfortunate destiny of the aboriginal students was shared by a 
good number of young men who arrived at the Urban College from North 
America. Giovanni Pizzorusso’s comprehensive study of the first fourteen 
students who arrived from British North America between 1829 and 1840 

15 Pizzorusso, Documents d’intérêt canadien dans les Archives du Collège Urbain 
de Propaganda Fide à Rome (1829-1922) (Ottawa: Archives nationales du Canada, and 
Rome: Centre Académique Canadien en Italie, 1992), microform edition, provides the basic 
information, to be superseded by Codignola, Blurred Nationalities (forthcoming 2019).

16 On Mackawdabinessy, known to the French-Canadians as Oiseau Noir, see 
Andrew J. Blackbird, History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan; a 
Grammar of their Language, and Personal and Family History of the Author, By Andrew 
J. Blackbird, Late U.S. Interpreter, Harbor Springs, Emmet Co., Mich. (Ypsilanti: The 
Ypsilantian Job Printing House, 1887), 35-43; Peter D. MacLeod, “The Anishinabeg 
Point of View: The History of the Great Lakes Region to 1800 in Nineteenth-Century 
Mississauga, Ottawa, and Ojibwa Historiography,” The Canadian Historical Review, 
LXXIII, 2 (June 1992): 195-210, esp. 197; Theodore J. Karamanski, Blackbird’s Song: 
Andrew J. Blackbird and the Odawa People (East Lansing: Michigan State University 
Press, 2012), 60-63. On Kiminitchigan, see James M. McClurken, “Augustin Hamlin, 
Jr.: Ottawa Identity and the Politics of Persistence,” in James A. Clifton, ed., Being and 
Becoming Indian: Biographical Studies of North American Frontiers (Chicago: The 
Dorsey Press, 1989), 89-90. Details on Mackawdabinessy’s and Kiminitchigan’s stay at 
the Urban College in Codignola, Blurred Nationalities (forthcoming 2019).
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shows that those who did not die in Rome resided there from two to twelve 
years. Four died in Rome, two on the ship on their return voyage, two left the 
college for health reasons, and two more were often ill. Only four students 
made it to the end of their stay in good health and returned home to become, 
in most cases, prominent leaders of their churches. MacKinnon topped the 
list by becoming bishop of Arichat (later Antigonish). Although there does 
not exist a similar study of the students arriving from the United States, the 
pattern and length of their stay in Rome do not seem to differ substantially 
from those of their British North American counterparts.

Propaganda Fide’s Urban College was not the only educational 
institution where North American young men could begin their path towards 
leadership in the North American church. As of 1820, the Society of Jesus 
began to send its most promising students to its Roman College (Collegio 
Romano) to acquire the required training in philosophy and theology – the 
latter being the final stage before ordination – and then have them return to 
their American mission as full members of the Society. As far as the United 
States is concerned, the Roman College pattern is very similar to that of the 
Urban College, except that the Society of Jesus was even more successful 
in making the Roman stay of its young priests a decisive step in their 
advancement towards élite status in the American Church. Romanization 
meant for these students the acquisition and sharing of a Roman frame 
of mind. The opinion of Georgetown University historian Robert Curran 
confirms this view. After 1829, he states, “The direction of the college 
[Georgetown College] was ... completely in the hands of this first-generation 
of Roman-trained American Jesuits.”17

Whereas the influence of this selected group of ecclesiastics over the 
development of Catholicism in British North America and the United States 
needs to be qualified and individually assessed, for the purpose of this 
examination there is no doubt that we are dealing here with the “love” side of 
this relationship. Here is another small, yet enlightening example. In reporting 
to a friend his own consecration as archbishop of Baltimore, which took 
place in 1828, James Whitfield (1770-1834) described it as a magnificent 
ceremony where three bishops and thirty priests were in attendance, and the 
music was provided by a wonderful choir and a $6,000-dollar organ “in [a] 
style that would have pleased even at Rome.”18

17 See Robert R. Curran, The Bicentennial History of Georgetown University, 
1789-1989 (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 1993-2010), I: From Academy 
to University, 1789-1889 (1993), 64-65, 83, 89-90, 101, 103 (quotation), 109.

18 Archivio Filicchi (Pisa), Lettere, no. 4153, James Whitfield to [Antonio Filicchi], 
16 June 1828.
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Journeys to Canossa

In the period under consideration here, which is by and large the period 
that precedes the mid-nineteenth century ultramontanism, a surprisingly high 
and ever growing number of North American bishops, priests, and laymen 
representing their ecclesiastical communities made their way to the Eternal 
City. None of these visitors, as far as we can tell, went to Rome for pleasure. 
Although one might surmise that Roman antiquities, Christian vestiges, and 
first-hand knowledge of the centre of the Catholic Church did represent for 
them an added bonus, the available documentation these people left behind 
show that they travelled strictly on business. They needed to alert the Roman 
bureaucrats to what was really going on in their districts, ask for the erection 
of new dioceses, raise funds for their missions, chastise the dissidents, obtain 
marriage dispensations or be enlightened on doctrinal points. In short, there 
is little if any evidence of North American ecclesiastics who travelled to 
Rome out of admiration – or “love” – for the Eternal City. There were, to 
put it more bluntly, more opportunities to develop an aversion for anything 
Roman rather than the opposite. Poor Bishop Plessis, for one, had arrived 
full of trust and hope, but his dislike of Rome – “hate” would be too strong 
a word – grew by the day.

Travelling was a costly business, as was a lengthy residence in the 
Eternal City. Visits were to be shortened as much as possible. In fact, delays 
in the decision-making process and in obtaining the needed appointments 
were the prime reasons behind the development of a negative sentiment 
towards Rome and the Holy See. Both the Sulpician Louis-Guillaume-
Valentin Dubourg (1766-1833), the bishop of New Orleans, and Edmund 
Burke (1753-1820), the future vicar apostolic of Nova Scotia, shared this 
complaint, even though both in the end obtained what they wanted.19

It took seven months, in 1821-2, for the archbishop of Baltimore, 
Maréchal, to obtain what he had arrived for. In his case, this sentiment of 
“hate” preceded his visit and actually prompted it. Propaganda Fide has 
“destroyed our jurisdiction,” he wrote, “trampled on the rule of ecclesiastical 
discipline ... besides prostituting its dignity almost to the point of becoming 
the defender of priests notorious for their crimes, and the perpetrator of their 
schemes of impiety.” Thus, he felt it necessary to travel to Rome to enlighten 
Rome’s bureaucracy. Alexander MacDonell (1762-1840), the future bishop 
of Kingston, was also incensed at the Propaganda Fide’s delays, which kept 

19 Annabelle M. Melville, Louis William DuBourg: Bishop of Louisiana and the 
Floridas, Bishop of Montauban, and Archbishop of Besançon 1766-1833 (Chicago: Loyola 
University Press, 1986), I: Schoolman, 1766-1818, 335-349; Codignola, “Conflict or 
Consensus? Catholics in Canada and in the United States, 1780-1820,” Canadian Catholic 
Historical Association, Historical Papers, 55 (1988): 43-59, esp. 50.
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him waiting in Rome for four months, and so were the two representatives of 
the Sulpician Seminary of Montréal, Jean-Henri-Auguste Roux (1760-1831) 
and Jackson John Richards (1787-1849), who after five months of waiting 
left frustrated by the slow pace of the Roman officials and their willingness 
to hear the opinion of all parties before making any decision – a proceeding 
that could take months, if not years.20

One could continue at length with similar examples, but this litany of 
complaints is perhaps best concluded by briefly mentioning three instances 
in which the end result was definitely not what the unfortunate travellers 
had expected. At the height of the trustee controversy, the Irish Franciscan 
Observant Richard Hayes (1787-1824) was sent to Rome by his Irish 
confrères on the assumption that his previous experience in Rome, where 
he had been a student at St. Isidore’s College for eight years, would provide 
him with an advantage. Yet, after six months of pleading, it was Pius VII 
himself who forcibly expelled Hayes from the Pontifical States. His enmity 
towards Rome was so well known internationally that about a decade later 
the Charleston, South Carolina, trustees selected him, in defiance of papal 
authority, as the prospective head of an independent “Church of Southland.”21

An even worse destiny befell another priest of Irish origin, Philadelphia’s 
Thaddeus Joseph O’Meally (1797-1877), who in 1825 was obliged to sign 
a written abjuration of his past misdeeds, together with a solemn promise 
never to return to North America. He was also sent to a convent to expiate, 
where he signed yet another declaration of repentance and submission. 
Finally, in 1827 the Bishop of Philadelphia, Henry Conwell (1747-1842), 
was summoned to Rome at the age of eighty-one. The Holy See’s intention 
being to keep him away from his diocese, he was at first granted the royal 
treatment – free board and lodging, a servant, and new clothing. When, 
after seven months, Conwell realized that he was being duped and he was 
simply being kept at bay, he “clandestinely” exited his lodgings on Easter 
night 1828, and fled to Paris by way of Leghorn.22

20 AAQ, 7 CM, I, no. 29, Maréchal to Plessis, 6 Jan. 1821 (quotation). On Alexander 
McDonell, see Lemieux, L’établissement de la première province ecclésiastique au Canada 
1783-1844 (Montreal: Fides, 1968), 271-273; Codignola, “Conflict or Consensus:” 51; 
Lemieux, Les années difficiles (1760-1839) (Montréal : Les Éditions du Boréal, 1989), 63.

21 APF, SOCG, vol. 921, ff. 346rv-352rv, Thomas Carbry to Hayes, 4 Jan. 1819 
(Southland). See also Thomas W. Spalding, The Premier See: A History of the Archdiocese 
of Baltimore, 1789-1989 (Baltimore, London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), 
82; John D. Basil, “South Carolina Catholics before Roman Discipline, 1670-1820,” 
Journal of Church and State, XLV, 4 (Autumn 2003): 806; Emmet J. Larkin, The Pastoral 
Role of the Roman Catholic Church in Pre-Famine Ireland 1750-1850 (Dublin: Four 
Courts Press, and Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 2006), 91-109.

22 Details of Thaddeus Joseph O’Meally’s vicissitudes in Rome are in Codignola, 
Blurred Nationalities (forthcoming 2019). The papal absolution is in APF, AC, vol. 
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Conclusion: Love, Hate and In-Between

So far the relationship between Rome and early North America has 
been framed as a “relationship of love and hate.” With regard to Rome’s 
symbolic role as spiritual centre of global Catholicism – an aspect taken for 
granted in this article – it is clear that “love” prevailed. Any resentfulness that 
might exist on the part of the North American Catholics was almost never 
directed at the pope as the ultimate source of power, but against the papal 
government and its intractable bureaucracy. In a certain way, this attitude 
is paralleled by American discontent prior to the American Revolution, 
where Parliament – but not the Crown – was deemed to be the cause of all 
evils, until the 1776 Declaration of Independence tilted the balance. With 
regard to Rome as an urban centre and a physical environment – another 
aspect taken for granted here – the impression is that, whatever the word 
we want to use to describe their attitude – hate, aversion, dislike – North 
American ecclesiastical visitors would not remain in Rome one day longer 
than strictly necessary.

In examining this relationship between Rome and North America, 
however, aside from the number of people involved – which is much larger 
than previously known – one striking aspect is the significant and unexpected 
extent of Rome’s influence over the development of the American and 
British North American church well before the ultramontanism of the mid-
nineteenth century. The earlier period was, let us not forget, one of enormous 
stress for the Catholic church throughout the Western world, although in 
North America it was a crisis of growth more than anything else. And yet, 
not only did the Holy See have the last word on episcopal appointments 
and territorial subdivisions, but it also began to produce a new cohort of 
highly educated ecclesiastics who were sent to North America carrying the 
heavy baggage of their Roman experience with them. Their age and national 
origin were of little import. They arrived from Scotland and Ireland, Nova 
Scotia and Upper Canada, Michigan and Ohio, Maryland and Pennsylvania. 
What they had in common was, first, the belief in Rome as the see of the 
ultimate authority, and, secondly, a pervasive acquaintance with the ways 
of the Roman church in terms of languages, devotions, bureaucracy, and 
networking. Of course, the influence of this selected group of ecclesiastics 
over the development of North American Catholicism needs to be qualified 
and individually assessed. Still, these people shared a sentiment of attraction 
towards the capital of Catholicism that, in any other human relationship, we 
could hardly describe as anything else but “love.”

6, f. 535rv, Leo XII to O’Meally, 16 Jan. 1826. On Henry Conwell, see ibid., Lettere,
vol. 310, ff. 399rv-402r, [Caprano] to Michel Portier, 17 June 1829 (quotation).
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RESEARCH NOTES

“Through the intercession of the Apostle of 
their nation”: the context of St Boniface’s 
church dedication in the formation of the 

Archdioceses of St Boniface and Winnipeg

Meredith Bacola

Abstract: Church dedications often reflect not only a bishop’s choice, but 
signify the mission or purpose of that church. While the historiography of 
church dedications has been more widely explored by medieval historians, 
it is possible to apply this approach to the formative church in Western 
Canada, to consider whether dedications might also reflect the character 
and demographic of their congregations. This paper seeks to explore the 
origins and development of the dedication to St Boniface at the Forks of the 
Red and Assiniboine Rivers. Its objective is to reconsider how this church’s 
– and later, archdiocese’s – dedication might reflect its congregation’s 
mission amongst the Anishinaabe, Cree, Oji-Cree, Métis peoples while 
meeting the needs of Germanic “Meurons” settlers, provided with land 
in its vicinity by Lord Selkirk. It will explore the significance of the legend 
of St Boniface to this dedication, while considering the context provided 
by correspondence between its first bishop, Joseph-Norbert Provencher, 
Lord Selkirk, and Plessis, the Bishop of Québec, as well as settlement and 
place-name sources.

Résumé : Les consécrations d’église reflètent souvent non seulement un 
choix d’évêque, mais signifient aussi la mission ou l’objet de cette église. 
Même si l’historiographie des consécrations d’église fut très largement 
explorée par les historiens médiévaux, il est possible d’appliquer cette 
approche à l’église en formation dans l’Ouest canadien, et de considérer si 
les consécrations pourraient refléter aussi le caractère et la démographie 
de leurs assemblées. Cette communication vise à explorer les origines et 
le développement de la consécration à Saint Boniface aux fourches des 
rivières Red et Assiniboine. Elle a pour but de reconsidérer la façon dont la 
consécration de cette église – et, plus tard, celle de l’archidiocèse – pourrait 
refléter la mission de son assemblée parmi les peuples Anishinaabe, Cree, 
Oji-Cree, et Métis, tout en subvenant aux besoins des colons germaniques 
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« Meurons », qui, eux, reçurent des terres dans les environs par l’entremise 
de Lord Selkirk. Cette étude va explorer la signification de la légende de 
Saint Boniface dans cette consécration, tout en considérant le contexte 
fourni par la correspondance entre son premier évêque, Joseph-Norbert 
Provencher, Lord Selkirk, et Plessis, l’évêque de Québec, aussi bien que 
des sources relatives à la colonisation et aux noms de lieux.

When Pope Benedict XV established the Archdiocese of Winnipeg 
on 4 December 1915 in the Apostolic Letter Inter Praecipuas, he was 
acknowledging the growing needs of the Catholic Church in Western 
Canada.1 The Archdiocese of Winnipeg provided a new, Anglicized 
province in the West, thereby reifying the Archdiocese of St Boniface as 
predominantly Francophone. The Archdiocese of St Boniface had been 
geographically immense, though the growing diversity of its peoples led to 
diocesan division along the silt-laden line of the Red River in 1915.

The dedication of the earliest permanent church at the Forks of the Red 
and Assiniboine Rivers to the Anglo-Saxon saint and Apostle to Germany, 
Saint Boniface, reflects not only the missionary direction of the Catholic 
Church in the West, but corresponds with the specific context of the 
settlement itself in the early nineteenth century. Saint Boniface provided an 
exemplar that acted as a historical mnemonic for the earliest mission to the 
region’s Anishinaabe, Cree, and Oji-Cree peoples, as well as its Germanic 
“Meurons” settlers. He also had particular relevance for the diocese’s first 
bishop, Fr. Joseph-Norbert Provencher. Thus, understanding the significance 
of the historical Saint Boniface is integral to examining the relevance of 
this church’s, and archdiocese’s, dedication. This article seeks to explore 
the significance of the initial intercessory relationship as it was expressed 
in correspondence between Provencher, Thomas Douglas, Fifth Earl of 
Selkirk, and Joseph-Octave Plessis, the Bishop of Québec, after 1817. It 
will then reconsider how the context of this dedication was relevant to 
pressure for an English-speaking diocese and archdiocese, a hundred years 

1 Pope Benedict XV, “Inter Praecipuas,” Acta Apostolicae Sedis, 8, no.4
(3 April 1916): 89-91. http://www.vatican.va/archive/aas/documents/AAS-08-1916-ocr.pdf 
accessed 15 June 2017. The author would like to thank Julie Ried, archiviste, and Gilles 
Lesage, direction générale, of the Société historique de Saint-Boniface Archives (SHSBA), 
Centre du patrimonie; Tynne Petrowski, Director of Archives for the Archdiocese of 
Winnipeg; as well as the anonymous readers and editors of Historical Studies for their 
advice and assistance throughout the development of this article. A version of this talk 
was first presented 23 October 2015 at the conference “The Archdiocese of Winnipeg at 
100: Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow”, held at St Paul’s College, the Ignatian Tradition 
at the University of Manitoba; http://umanitoba.ca/colleges/st_pauls/college_lecture.html. 
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later, the choice of patron saint providing a key to a range of meanings and 
historical narratives.

The Patron Saint

The saint now known as Boniface, to whom the first mission-chapel of 
the Red River settlement was dedicated, began his mission as Winfrith, a 
priest from Crediton near modern-day Exeter in the Anglo-Saxon kingdom 
of Wessex. Winfrith is known to us from a number of contemporary sources, 
which include annals, letters, vitae or lives of the saint, as well as personal 
writings that provide an unexpected glimpse into the mind of this eighth-
century missionary.2 That Winfrith did not begin his mission with the name 
Boniface is clear from a surviving open letter by Bishop Daniel of Winchester 
to “all kings and princes, reverend and beloved bishops, holy abbots, priests 
and spiritual children,” requesting hospitality for “Winfrith, holy priest and 
servant of the almighty God” during his first unsuccessful mission to Frisia 
(the modern day Netherlands) after 716 CE.3 The name Boniface first appears 
three years later, following a visit to Rome in which he was probably given 
a Latinate name. Another contemporary, Willibrod (658-739), likewise 
received both a blessing and a less Anglo-Saxon-sounding name from 
the incumbent pope, revealing how common a practice it was to bring the 
fledgling Anglo-Saxon church closer in line with the Roman one.4 It was at 
Rome that the newly renamed Boniface also received encouragement not 
to abandon his desire to preach to the Germanic peoples of Northwestern 
Europe. Several surviving letters by Pope Gregory II confirm papal support 
for Boniface’s mission, divinely entrusting him “to missionary work and the 
teaching of the mystery of faith among the heathen,” providing him with 
episcopal authority in the absence of a fixed See in that region.5

2 A good collection of Latin materials, including vitae of Saint Boniface, 
was compiled by the Société des Bollandistes: Godfrido Henschenio, P.M., Daniele 
Papebrochio, Francisco Baertio, Conrado Janningo (eds.) Acta Sanctorum Iunii. Ex Latinis 
& Graecis aliarumque gentium antiquis Monumentis, fervata primigenia Scriptorum 
phrase, collecta, digesta, commentariis & observationibus (Antwerp: Henry Thieullier, 
1695), Book 1: June, 452-504. A shorter, English description of sources was noted by 
Eleanor Shipley Duckett, Anglo-Saxon Saints and Scholars (New York: Macmillan, 
1947), 339-455; Andy Orchard, “Old sources, new resources: finding the right formula 
for Boniface,” Anglo-Saxon England, 30 (December 2001): 15-38.

3 Ephraim Emerton (trans.), The Letters of St Boniface, series edited by Austin 
P. Evans, Records of Civilization, Sources and Studies, 31 (New York: Octagon Books, 
1973), Letter III.11, 32.

4 Willibrod was renamed Clement when he visited Rome; Duckett, Anglo-Saxon 
Saints and Scholars, 363.

5 Emerton (trans.), The Letters of St Boniface, Letter X.18, 43-44.

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   898323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   89 2018-07-17   09:21:352018-07-17   09:21:35



— 90 — 

After his investiture on 1 December 722, Boniface maintained a 
moveable See to focus on establishing a hierarchy of churches among 
several often-competing tribal peoples. Church-building, ordinations, and 
founding monastic centres to train future priests at Fritzlar, Fulda, Herzfeld, 
Holzkirchen, Karlburg, Ochsenfurt and Tauberbischofsheim proved so 
successful that Boniface received the pallium and rank of missionary 
archbishop from the next pope, Saint Gregory III, within only ten years of 
his episcopal investiture.6 This development led Boniface to finally establish 
his See at Mainz, but not before he had established bishoprics at Salzburg, 
Freising, Regensburg, and Passau for Bavaria, and contributed to the creation 
of Erfurt for Thuringia, Buraburg (now Burgdorf) for Hesse, Wurzburg for 
Franconia, and Eichstadt for the Nordgau to administer to the foundations 
he had worked so hard to establish.7 His monastic familia or network of 
churches actually encompasses around 2,000 km of the present day countries 
of Austria and Germany, and adjoins the Czech Republic.

Despite these productive and heroic labours, Boniface is often reduced 
to a single histrionic episode in which he miraculously converted numerous 
Hesse by chopping down their sacred oak tree to reveal the fallibility of 
their belief in Thor’s protection of it. Indeed, this is the prominent episode 
displayed on the north wall of St Boniface’s Cathedral, Winnipeg, after local 
artist Robert Freynet envisioned a series based on episodes from Boniface’s 
life. (See Figure 1.)8 However, contemporary correspondence implies that 
Boniface’s dramatic destruction of Thor’s oak tree was not to be preferred 
over more temperate dialogue with the people he converted. Several letters, 
in fact, evidence Boniface’s request for advice on how best to communicate 
his mission amongst the pantheistic belief systems he encountered. Bishop 
Daniel of Winchester’s advice regarding conversion of the Germanic peoples 
was that “you ought to put before them, not offensively or so as to anger 
them, but calmly and with great moderation.”9 Another letter by Boniface 
requests copies of the letters originally sent to the first missionaries of the 
English by Pope Saint Gregory the Great.10 In one of the letters requested by 
Boniface and known for its inclusion by Bede in his Ecclesiastical History 

6 Emerton (trans.), The Letters of St Boniface, Letter XX.28, 57-59.
7 Duckett, Anglo-Saxon Saints and Scholars, 406-444.
8 Robert Freynet, “St Boniface fells the Oak of Thor,” oil on canvas panel, 1989, 

http://robertfreynet.com/gallery-galerie/ accessed 14 June 2017. 
9 Emerton (trans.), The Letters of St Boniface, Letter XV.23, 49. For further 

consideration of the challenges to Saint Boniface’s mission and our understanding of it, 
consider James Palmer, “Saxon or European? Interpreting and Reinterpreting St Boniface,” 
History Compass, 4/5 (2006): 852-869; Roy Flechner, “St Boniface as historian: a 
continental perspective on the organization of the early Anglo-Saxon church,” Anglo-
Saxon England, 41 (December 2012), 41-62.

10 Emerton (trans.), The Letters of St Boniface, Letter XXIV.33, 33.
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of the English People of 735 CE, Pope Gregory famously advises the third 
Archbishop of Canterbury, Abbot Mellitus (619-624) thus:

I have decided after long deliberation about the English people, namely 
that the idol temples of that race should by no means be destroyed, but 
only the idols in them. Take holy water and sprinkle it in these shrines, 
build altars and place relics in them. For if the shrines are well built, it 
is essential that they should be changed from the worship of devils to 
the service of the true God. When people see that their shrines are not 
destroyed they will be able to banish error from their hearts and be more 
ready to come to the places they are familiar with, but now recognizing 
and worshipping the true God.11

The oak tree incident hardly observes this restraint, though visual 
representations of Boniface’s carefully nurtured missionary church would not 
contain the same engaging compositional tension. Like the expansive familia 
that Saint Boniface established in Northwestern Europe, the first mission-

11 Bertram Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors (eds.) Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the 
English People (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969) Book 1.30, 106-109.

Figure 1. Robert Freynet, “Saint Boniface fells the Oak of Thor,” 
oil on canvas panel, 1989, http://robertfreynet.com/gallery-galerie/, 
accessed 14 June 2017. Included with permission of the artist.
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chapel of the Red River settlement would encompass a large geographic 
region containing diverse peoples. His foundations were carefully nurtured 
and tended through approaches that it is important to recognize have been 
suppressed in his legend. These components inform the subtle and not-so-
subtle connotations linking his first church dedication in Western Canada 
and Saint Boniface the missionary. 

Nonetheless, Boniface’s successes seem to have never quite overcome 
the sting of his first unsuccessful mission to the Frisians. So, when the See 
at Utrecht fell vacant, Boniface claimed the position for one of his own 
priests, Eoban, and travelled to the region in 753 CE to renew his mission 
with the old zeal. He had already invested his disciple, Saint Lull, as his 
successor at Mainz. Then on 5 June 754, while about to confirm a large 
group of Christian converts at Dokkum, Boniface, Eoban, and their followers 
were attacked by an army of Frisians. No one was armed and very few 
survived.12 The eighth-century annals appended to the Moore manuscript 
of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People relate that in the 
year 754, “Boniface, also known as Winfrith, Bishop of the Franks, with 
fifty-two others won the martyr’s crown.”13 Though he had already ensured 
a structure inhabited by successors to carry on his mission, Boniface’s 
loss was felt as he was the most successful of the apostles to the Germanic 
peoples. Such importance ensured that his body would not remain at the place 
of his martyrdom in Utrecht but would be returned with great ceremony to 
the heart of his familia, the monastic foundation at Fulda, where he could 
continue to protect and intercede for the community that was training future 
German missionaries. His tomb can still be seen in the crypt of Fulda to 
this day. (See Figure 2.)

The Mission Parish

Saint Boniface’s eighth-century mission was relevant to the early church 
in Manitoba because it would serve as a model for the missionaries of the 
Red River settlement, founded in 1812 by Scottish philanthropist Thomas 
Douglas, Fifth Earl of Selkirk. The motivation for a Catholic mission was the 
result of a formal petition by Miles Macdonell, the colony’s governor, and 
Lord Selkirk to the Bishop of Québec, Joseph-Octave Plessis, for a permanent 
mission at the Forks of the Red and Assiniboine Rivers in 1817. The request 
for missionaries followed two significant changes to the dynamic of the Red 

12 Duckett, Anglo-Saxon Saints and Scholars, 453-4.
13 Colgrave and Mynors (eds.) Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, 574-575. Bede does 

not mention Winfrith/Boniface within his Historia Ecclesiastica, though he omits several 
other prominent Anglo-Saxon churchmen and women in his work. See pp. 43, 44, 61, 
91, 110, 124. 
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Figure 2. Sven Teschke [Public Domain], ”The Shrine of Saint Boniface, Fulda 
Cathedral,” 2010, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Fulda_Cathedral#/ 
media/File:Fulda-Dom-Gruf-Bonifatius.jpg, accessed 14 June 2017.

River settlement. One was the Battle of Seven Oaks in June 1816, which 
was the culmination of four months of fighting between the predominantly 
Catholic Métis allied to the North West Company and the British and largely 
Protestant employees of its fur-trading rival, the Hudson’s Bay Company, 
along with the Selkirk Settlers themselves. The other was Selkirk’s June 1817 
provision of former treaty lands to the disbanded soldiers of the Regiment 
de Meuron that he had levied from Eastern Canada for the capture of Fort 
William from the North West Company.14 These soldiers, collectively 
referred to as “Meurons” after a former colonel, were of predominantly 

14 Confirmed in a letter dated 2 September 1817 from Selkirk to the Meuron settlers; 
Société historique de Saint-Boniface Archives (hereafter SHSBA), Pierre Picton fonds, 
1946-78, 1.2/60/258. Barry Kaye, “Some Aspects of the Historical Geography of the Red 
River Settlement from 1812-1870,” (M.A. thesis, University of Manitoba, 1967). Also, 
L.A. Prudhomme, “Les Meurons,” Memories de la société royale du Canada, troisième 
series, XXXIV (1940): 87-90; A.G. Morice, O.M.I., History of the Catholic Church in 
Western Canada (Toronto: Muson Book Co., 1910), volume 1, 84-86.
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German, Swiss, French, and Italian descent, and were considered Catholic 
in faith, adding to the number of French Canadian and Métis Catholics 
already living within the Red River settlement. Both Macdonell and Selkirk 
recognized that that an established Catholic Church would better support 
the increasing numbers of Catholic settlers and, hopefully, contribute to 
the overall stability of the Red River settlement.15 To this end, Selkirk had 
provided, in exchange for a nominal fee, an “estate in fee simple, by way of 
lease and release” to Bishop Plessis of Québec for the support of Provencher 
and Dumoulin’s mission. He created a seigneury of 10,932 acres,16 which 
was described within the indenture as “five miles by four at the mouth of 
the Seine River on the East side of the Red River, nearly opposite the mouth 
of the Assiniboine” as well as “a piece of land fifteen chains square” (that is, 
990 feet by 990 feet) on the west side of the Red River. (See Figure 3.)17 This 
donation would serve as the basis for a permanent residence and, eventually, 
a separate chapel at the Forks as well as farmlands from which it was hoped 
the future missionaries could be sustained by both produce and rents.

The connection between this church and the Anglo-Saxon Saint Boniface 
was first made by the priest chosen for the Red River mission, Joseph-Norbert 
Provencher. In an 18 May 1818 letter to Bishop Plessis, Provencher outlined 
both his anticipation as well as trepidation at being selected for this mission:

The zeal with which it is replete has affected me to the bottom of my heart 
and has served to nourish my own enthusiasm. I bear on my heart the poor 
infidels to whom I am sent. Count on me to do all in my power to procure 
for them a knowledge of the faith. But what am I for such a tremendous 
undertaking? The misdeeds of my foolish youth and of all my years, will 
they not be an insuperable obstacle to the grace of God? Another Francis 
Xavier, another Boniface were needed to go out to cause God’s word to 
be heard to the ends of the earth. But when I recall that it is I who am sent 

15 Morice, History of the Catholic Church, vol.1, 87.
16 Both indentures can be found in Archer Martin, The Hudson’s Bay Company’s 

Land Tenures and the Occupation of Assiniboia by Lord Selkirk’s Settlers, with a list 
of grantees under the Lord and the Company (London: William Clowes & Son, 1898), 
pp. 36-42. The system of rents was later outlined by Governor Bulgar of Assiniboia in a 
surviving letter to Fr. Provencher dated 10 September 1822, contained within this same 
text at Appendix J. The Catholic Church of Québec also contributed funds for the mission. 

17 Morice, History of the Catholic Church, vol.1, 99; Martha McCarthy, “To 
Evangelize the Nations: Roman Catholic Missions in Manitoba, 1818-1870,” Papers in 
Manitoba History, Report Number 2 (1990): 30. It is important to recognize that these 
lands would form part of Treaty One Territory, ratified in August 1871; http://www.trcm.
ca/wp-content/uploads/PDFsTreaties/Treaties%201%20and%202%20text.pdf, accessed 
9 April 2018.
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to follow in the footsteps of these great men, I am tempted to expect no 
success for such a great undertaking.18

It is clear from this letter that Provencher was familiar with the legend of 
Saint Boniface, whether or not he was familiar with the surviving documents 
of the historical Boniface. Certainly, these are humble sentiments from a 
priest who was eager, hopeful, and perhaps even a little nervous about the 
appointment. Had Provencher read some of the Saint Boniface’s own letters, 
he might have appreciated the passion, the sensitivity, and just as important, 
the frailties, of this great axe-wielding saint of legend.

Provencher had clearly identified his mission as imitative of two laudable 
missionary exemplars in this early letter of acceptance, so why would the 
Anglo-Saxon context be more relevant to the Red River mission than, say, 
the Jesuit one? The Anglo-Saxon context suggests itself later within the 
same letter; in considering the resources available for a permanent chapel, 
Provencher refers to a little bell that he will be taking with him to “call the 
inhabitants of the vicinity of our little Meuron chapel to Mass, to catechism, 
etc.”19 Thus, before Provencher even arrived at the Red River settlement, 

18 Grace Lee Nute (ed.), Documents relating to the Northwest Missions, 1815-1827 
(St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society, 1942), 101.

19 Nute (ed.) Documents relating to the Northwest Missions, 1815-1827, 103. This 
bell may have been part of the provisions personally supplied by the Countess Selkirk 
herself, as referred to in her surviving correspondence; Morice, History of the Catholic 
Church, vol.1, 99.

Figure 3. Société historique de Saint-Boniface Archives (SHSBA), Collection 
générale de la SHSB (0001) 47, “Bird’s Eye View of St Boniface, Manitoba, 1880.” 
Included with permission of the SHSBA.
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he was anticipating a future congregation with a Germanic background. 
The Catholic population of the settlement in actuality contained many other 
Catholics of both French Canadian and Métis descent, yet Selkirk’s offer of 
lands to the Meurons that he had introduced to the area was a clear impetus 
for founding a mission there.

Provencher’s assessment might not have been far from the mark, for it 
has been noted that once the first permanent chapel was completed on the site 
for All Saints’ Day in 1818, it was first used for the wedding of the Meuron 
Rodger Lagimodière and his wife Marguerite as well as the confirmation of 
four children. (See Figure 4.)20 According to Morice, Provencher’s decision 
to dedicate the first permanent chapel to St Boniface was to “draw God’s 
blessings on the German Meurons through the intercession of the apostle 
of their nation.”21 Other letters denote how effectively the Meurons had 
cultivated the area of their settlement, later leading to the naming of German 
Street and an eponymous Creek.22 “The missioners are charmed with the 
fine appearance of the crops and the industry of the colonists in particular 
the Meurons,” Robertson wrote to Lord Selkirk in July 1818. “[T]hey have 
raised houses and cultivated lands as it were by magic; German Street appears 
to have been settled there ten years in place of ten months.”23 If supporting 
the Catholic faith of the Meurons and their families could contribute to the 
settlement of the colony, then the objective first conceived by Governor 
Macdonell and Lord Selkirk when they petitioned the Bishop of Québec 
was being met. Saint Boniface simply appears to have been a more suitable 
choice for an intercessor than Saint Francis Xavier based on the demographic 
of the settlement in the early nineteenth century.

20 Pierre Picton’s papers confirm Provencher’s surprise over so many “German-
speaking” congregants, though he also notes that the Meurons themselves do not appear 
to have been predominantly Catholic. An item on “The State of the Swiss Colonists at Red 
River,” a confidential report from the papers of Andrew Bulger, Governor of Assiniboia 
dated July 31, 1822, names forty-four Meuron soldiers of whom only three are listed as 
Catholic: Joseph Mundwyler, outlaw/ wire-basket maker; Renoit Sehaub, outlaw/ basket-
maker; and Jean Weiss, master carpenter. However, thirty of the thirty-two marriages 
researched by Picton for the years 1821-22 were Catholic, denoting the important role 
that Catholic Métis women had in growing Provencher’s earliest congregation; see, CP, 
Pierre Picton fonds, 1946-78, 1.2/60/258; see also, Morice, History of the Catholic Church, 
vol.1, 107; Sylvia van Kirk, Many Tender Ties: Women in Fur Trade Society, 1670-1870 
(Winnipeg: Watson & Dwyer, 1999).

21 Apparently, this claim was made in a 14 February 1819 letter, cited by Morice, 
History of the Catholic Church, vol.1, 107.

22 Prudhomme notes that the Meurons requested that the Governor of Assiniboia 
rename German Creek as Seine River (which it remains today) in honour of their Corporal 
and past victories on the battlefields of France, “Les Meurons,” 89-90. Kaye, “Some 
Aspects of the Historical Geography.”

23 Nute (ed.) Documents relating to the Northwest Missions, 1815-1827, 130.
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This does not mean that Saint Francis Xavier’s exemplar, also mentioned 
in Provencher’s 18 May 1818 letter to Plessis, was less important to the 
Western mission. It is clear from his correspondence back to the east that 
Provencher continued, if not more so, to identify with the famous Spanish 
Jesuit missionary of Goa, India, and Japan. After reading of the conversion 
of the Chinese Emperor, Provencher wrote: “At last we have brought into 
the bosom of the Church a kingdom that Saint Francis Xavier wished to 
water with the sweat of his brow, but his time had not yet come. May we, 
poor sinners that we are, be the weak instruments whom God may use for the 
propagation of this same religion in the far countries of North America.”24 
Nonetheless, he would reserve this intercessory connection for the Mission 
of St François-Xavier on the White Horse Plains, expanding southwards to 
better engage with Indigenous communities.25 It is possible that Provencher 
viewed this dedication as better suited to its mission amongst non-Europeans, 
though no analogous statements have yet been found in the surviving 
correspondence. By this time, the mission had already recognized the need 
to complete both a chapel and house at Pembina, as well as a separate 
house at St Boniface to accommodate the growing needs of the community
there. (See Figure 5.)26

24 Letter from Provencher to Plessis dated 13 September 1818; Nute (ed.) Documents 
relating to the Northwest Missions, 1815-1827, 158.

25 Letter from Dumoulin to Plessis dated 12 January 1819; Nute (ed.) Documents 
relating to the Northwest Missions, 1815-1827, 189.

26 Nute (ed.) Documents relating to the Northwest Missions, 1815-1827, 191.

Figure 4. Unknown [Public Domain], ”First church – 1818,” Saint 
Boniface Cathedral – History, 2017, http://www.cathedralestboniface.
ca/main. php?p=62, accessed 14 June 2017.
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The successful expansion of the Catholic Church after 1817 contributed 
to Provencher’s elevation to Auxiliary Bishop of Québec for the district 
of the Red River within two years of his appointment, Vicariate Apostolic 
within another three, and, ultimately, his investiture as Bishop of the newly 
created Diocese of the Northwest on 4 June 1847.27 However, Provencher 
preferred the association with saintly missionaries and in particular, Saint 
Boniface, to the title of “Bishop of the Northwest,” so much so that by 
1851, the title would be changed to “Bishop of St Boniface.” The title 
reverenced, not Provencher’s own admiration of Saint Francis Xavier, but 
the original missionary objective of the little Meuron chapel on the eastern 
bank of the Red River.28 The name remained intact when it was proclaimed 
an archdiocese on 22 September 1871, only a year after Manitoba joined 
Confederation.29 By maintaining the association with Saint Boniface as 
opposed to a geographical designation, Provencher ensured that the diocese 

27 Rev. Msgr. Norman J. Chartrand, P.A., The History of the Archdiocese of Winnipeg 
(China: Offset Binding, 2004), 7; J.M. Reid, “The Erection of the Roman Catholic 
Archdiocese of Winnipeg,” (M.A. Thesis, University of Manitoba, 1961), 1.

28 McCarthy, “To Evangelize the Nations,” 23.
29 Chartrand, The History of the Archdiocese of Winnipeg, 8.

Figure 5. Paul Kane [Public Domain], ”Red River Settlement,” c.1848, (Royal 
Ontario Museum), University of Manitoba Archives and Special Collections, https://
www.flickr.com/photos/manitobamaps/3879251354/in/album-72157622868092934/, 
accessed 14 June 2017.
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remained tied to the sanctus or holy person who was a relevant intercessor 
for this growing missionary Church in the West. What had seemingly 
been chosen for its suitability for the first permanent mission-chapel had 
now expanded to encompass a geographic designation stretching from the 
Red River colony to the Pacific Ocean, incorporating a diverse range of 
Indigenous and settler peoples. The legend of Saint Boniface, the missionary, 
was now intricately tied to the expansion and ethos of the Western Catholic 
Church.

It proved to be a shortcoming of the early twentieth-century Archdiocese 
of St Boniface that it was unable to adapt to the changing demographic in 
the Canadian West that followed Confederation, as thousands of new settlers 
poured into the region. Very few of them were French-speaking. It was 
Irish immigrants, rather than Irish (or, at least, English-speaking) priests, 
who exerted pressure on the Archdiocese for more accommodation than 
that represented by St Mary’s and the Immaculate Conception, which were 
the only two English-speaking parishes by 1905.30 Within ten years, the 
pressures had sufficiently mounted for the creation of a separate Archdiocese 
of Winnipeg.

This shift in demographic would also be evidenced in some of the 
contemporaneous church dedications to Irish, Scottish, and English saints 
that were established within the new Archdiocese. This is, perhaps, the 
origin of church dedications to St Augustine of Canterbury in 1880; St 
Margaret in 1901; St Edward the Confessor and St Columba in 1906; and 
St Patrick in 1924.31 Dedications helped to reassure congregations that the 
new Archdiocese of Winnipeg would acknowledge increasing numbers 
of English-speaking Catholics while still maintaining an association to 
intercessors who were missionaries and founders of the conversion-era 
Church. In fact, these church dedications, like that of St Boniface, were 
all associated with the formative Insular church.32 Curiously, though Saint 
Boniface came to be associated with the French-speaking archdiocese on the 
eastern bank of the Red River, his historical contemporaries would come to 
be associated with those to its west. St Boniface became a predominantly 
French-speaking archdiocese, even though its name evidences its origins 
amongst the Meurons and Métis, settler and Indigenous peoples brought 

30 Reid, “The Erection of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Winnipeg” and 
Chartrand, The History of the Archdiocese of Winnipeg, 9.

31 Chartrand, The History of the Archdiocese of Winnipeg, 43, 44, 61, 91, 110, 124.
32 The term “insular” is used here to denote missions founded in the early Middle 

Ages within the modern-day nations of Ireland and Great Britain. See The Oxford English 
Dictionary, definition 2.1; https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/insular, accessed 
17 April 2018.
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together at the first chapel at the confluence of the Red and Assiniboine 
Rivers.

Conclusion

The church dedication that harmonized the formative church in the Red 
River colony with its congregations’ origins was never merely intended to 
provide a name, but to invoke the special relationship between missionary 
intention and saintly intercessor. The recent centenary of the Archdiocese 
of Winnipeg as well as the bicentenary of the foundation of St Boniface 
remind us to be cognizant of the associations established two hundred 
years ago, especially because of their insight into the cultural history of the 
Catholic Church in Western Canada. The correspondence of Provencher, 
Selkirk, Macdonnell, and Plessis outline what these intentions were, though 
it would be the ethnicities of those who have not left correspondence – the 
Anishinaabe, Cree, Oji-Cree, Métis, and Meurons – who would supply the 
purpose for this church’s foundation. Reconsidering our presumptions about 
the character and demographics of the Catholic Church in the Red River 
settlement remains imprecise, though a comparable approach might yield 
similar results in other countries, such as Nigeria, where English-speaking 
missions also established churches dedicated to conversion-era, Insular 
saints.33 Congregations change while church dedications often do not. That 
is why reconsideration of the significance of saints, such as Saint Boniface, 
remains germane to understanding the development of the Catholic Church 
in Canada and elsewhere. What’s in a name? In the case of St Boniface, the 
history of the Church in Western Canada.

33 To my knowledge, there has been no analysis of church dedications in Nigeria, 
though the choice of Saint Patrick as its patron saint may be related to the influence 
of Irish missionaries there. See Austine S.O. Okwu, “The Beginning of the Maynooth 
Movement in Southern Nigeria and the rise of the St. Patrick’s Missionary Society, 1920-
1930,” Journal of Religion in Africa, 10, no.1 (1979): 22-45, especially 18-24. Far more 
historiography in this field has been conducted on church dedications in the Middle Ages, 
such as Ruth Horie, Perceptions of Ecclesia: Church and Soul in Medieval Dedication 
Sermons (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006); Alan Thacker, “Memorializing Gregory the Great: the 
origin and transmission of a papal cult in the seventh and early eighth centuries,” Early 
Medieval Europe, 7 (1998): 59-84. One of the earliest references to a church dedication 
resulting from intercession survives in an eighth-century account of Bishop Saint Wilfrid 
of York. It relates that Saint Wilfrid dedicated a church to St Mary, the Virgin, because 
the Archangel Michael admonished him in a vision that “you have built nothing in her 
honour… [to her] who is interceding for you.” Bertram Colgrave, ed. & trans., The Life 
of Bishop Wilfrid by Eddius Stephanus (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1927), 
ch.LVII, ch.LVII, pp.122-124. 

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   1008323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   100 2018-07-17   09:21:362018-07-17   09:21:36



— 101 — 

CCHA Historical Studies, 84 (2018), 101-108

BOOK REVIEWS

Mark G. McGowan. The Imperial Irish: Canada’s Irish Catholics Fight the 
Great War, 1914-1918. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2017. xxxii, 387 pages. $39.95 cloth.

In the acknowledgements of Mark McGowan’s latest work of history, 
The Imperial Irish: Canada’s Irish Catholics Fight the Great War, 1914-
1918, the former president of the Canadian Catholic Historical Association 
notes that the book was many years in the making, its research often 
interrupted by family and professional responsibilities. Perhaps fate played 
a useful role as this new volume represents the culmination of a career spent 
examining Canadian Church history, Irish migration, and the experiences 
of Roman Catholics on the battlefields of Europe.

Eighteen years ago, McGowan wrote the influential, if somewhat 

controversial, The Waning of the Green: Catholics, the Irish, and Identity in 
Toronto, 1887-1922, which argued convincingly that while Irish Catholics 
in Toronto remained faithful to the culture and religion of their ancestors, by 
1922 the community balanced these identities with a strong loyalty to both 
Canada and the British Empire. This was contentious for those scholars of 
the Irish Diaspora who conflate the identities and political ideas of all Irish 
Catholic immigrants with the Irish Fenian Movement, which, by design, 
could never have been loyal to the British Empire. In The Imperial Irish, then, 
McGowan moves this thesis forward and notes that this fidelity and loyalty 
to Canada was not only strong, but was something for which thousands of 
Irish Canadians were willing to die.

This imperial sentiment among Irish Canadians in 1914 was not, as 
McGowan notes, a “sudden rupture,” from the past nor was it the fulfil-
ment of a singular linear progression from “imperial migrant to imperial 
militant” (11). In fact, by the Great War the Irish in Canada were “a community 
of communities” (23) scattered throughout the Dominion in large urban areas 
like Toronto and in small rural enclaves like the Margaree Valley of Cape 
Breton Island. Although Irish Catholics had confronted bouts of sectarianism 
while forging these societies, unquestionably Roman Catholicism had 
flourished in British North America, and for the Irish, like their Highland 
Scottish counterparts, loyalty to both the country and crown, which permitted 
the faith to flourish, “became integral to this sense of citizenship” (36).

8323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   1018323 - Hist Studies (vol 84 anglais) - Final.indd   101 2018-07-17   09:21:362018-07-17   09:21:36



— 102 — 

Although Irish Canadians fought in large numbers during the Great 
War, it was not the first time that they paraded under the imperial banner. 
Hibernians took their “forty shillings” to fight in the Boer War, and by the 
end of that conflict Irish Catholics throughout the Dominion “appeared to 
identify themselves more clearly with the Imperial cause” (52). In other 
words, the buried dead in South Africa helped fortify notions of loyalty back 
home. By the time German troops marched into Catholic Belgium in 1914, 
the English-speaking Canadian Catholic Church (dominated by the Irish) 
was prepared with a message of loyalty, patriotism, and faith.

Historians writing Catholic social history are often forced to rely on 
material that is mined from ecclesiastical archives. Although clearly valuable, 
this material usually views Catholic society through the spectacles of the parish 
priest, his bishop, and even Roman bureaucrats. While McGowan certainly 
exhausts sources from the bishops’ palaces, he also produces a profile of the 
Irish Canadian enlisted man even though the “average Catholic soldier in 
the CEF is not easily defined” (142). Through enlistment figures, battalion 
statistics, and personal stories, such as the Cork-born veteran of the Boer 
War, John Mulholland, who lied about his age in order to enlist with the 17th 
Battalion in September 1914 (116), McGowan plunks us down into the Irish 
Catholic communities of Canada and takes us overseas and into the trenches.

Along the way we meet Catholic military chaplains such as Fr. Ronald 
MacGillivray, the redoubtable Scot from Nova Scotia who would eventually 
rise to Brigadier-General (hon.) and become principal Catholic chaplain of 
the Canadian Armed forces, and also, the resolute Ottawa priest Fr John J. 
O’Gorman, who was wounded in both legs while trying to rescue one of his 
flock. These chaplains, whom McGowan has explored in previous work, 
have an interesting and poignant story, providing sacraments to the fighting 
men, soothing the frightened, comforting the dying, and fighting the high 
rates of venereal disease (many a pious bishop in Canada was aghast to learn 
that rates of VD among their boys was as high as the national average).

Exploring attitudes within an imperial context, McGowan notes that 
while Irish Catholics and Protestants cooperated during the War, there were 
still bouts of sectarianism. One example is the treatment of the chaplains that 
bishops attached to local battalions going overseas. When these chaplains 
were transferred away to other battalions in an unfair allocation of resources 
by Protestant commanders, and when Catholic chaplains were denied senior 
posts within the Canadian Chaplaincy Service, the good will between the 
Canadian episcopacy and Ottawa began to erode. Through the work of 
prelates likes Bishop James Morrison of Antigonish, and, most especially, 
the patriotic and “nimble intellectual” (82) Fr. John J. O’Gorman, who led 
a revolt from his Ottawa hospital bed, the Church pushed back and Ottawa 
changed its policy.
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Digging deeper into the Hibernian experience, McGowan probes the 
Irish-Canadian response to the Easter Rebellion of 1916, which plunged 
Dublin into chaos. In Irish communities across the globe, the initial reports 
of an armed rebellion generated feelings of frustration and even resentment, 
but the execution of the ringleaders in the damp courtyard of Dublin’s 
Kilmainham Gaol brought sympathy to the rebels. Yet, McGowan once 
again demonstrates the nuance of the Irish-Canadian experience, noting 
that “priests were generally silent on the subject, and there were no official 
pronouncements of any kind from Anglophone bishops” (217). Moreover, 
within the ranks of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, there was a growing 
rift between the more radical and anti-British American members and the 
Canadians in whom, as one priest noted, “patriotism ever burns in the heart” 
(218).

Not only has McGowan limned the war-time experiences of Canada’s 
Irish Catholic community and their place in the larger Irish Diaspora, but 
he has much to say about the complex state of Canadian Catholicism in the 
early twentieth century and the formation of a national Anglophone Catholic 
identity. Especially important is the examination of the often-troubled 
relationship between English-speaking Catholics and their francophone 
brethren in Québec, a problem the war did not generate but certainly 
worsened. To examine both the Irish-Catholic and the Canadian-Catholic 
narrative simultaneously is challenging, yet McGowan traverses the Canadian 
dioceses with command of the archives and the local minutiae. To recognise 
that the editor of the Nova Scotia Scottish-Catholic newspaper, The Casket, 
was an Irishman from Saint John, New Brunswick, or that Francophones 
considered Ottawa Archbishop Hugh Charles Gauthier to be a Scotsman, 
as he preferred his matrilineal Scottish ethnicity over his patrilineal French 
one, adds a level of detail and analysis that would be impossible for a more 
junior scholar.

There is much packed into The Imperial Irish, and one can certainly read 
it for different reasons. While the war did not end all the sectarian tensions in 
Canada, and exacerbated some of the divisions within the Canadian Church, 
it certainly affected an Irish community that now had the resumé to be both 
loyal subjects of the Crown and advocates of Home Rule for Ireland. In fact, 
it was precisely because they fought and died for the freedoms of Canada that 
they wanted the same for Eire. Yet, while the Irish are certainly the focus, 
this book also compels us to ask similar questions about the dual identities 
of other ethnic Catholic communities, First Nations people, for example, 
that fought and died for Empire.

Peter Ludlow
St. Francis Xavier University
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Michael Gauvreau. The Hand of God: Claude Ryan and the Fate of Canadian 
Liberalism, 1925-1971. Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2017. xxii, 678 pages. $44.95 cloth.

The title of Michael Gauvreau’s latest book, The Hand of God: Claude 
Ryan and the Fate of Canadian Liberalism, 1925-1971, captures the key 
elements of his argument. The subtitle clearly focuses on the evolution of 
liberalism in Canada, yet the prominence of God in the title intimates the 
centrality of Catholicism in this study. 

Gauvreau approaches the same territory and time period that he 
examined in his trail-blazing 2005 study The Catholic Origins of Québec’s 
Quiet Revolution, 1931-1970, but now he fixes his gaze on Claude Ryan 
(1925-2004), Catholic activist and national secretary for the Action 
Catholique Canadienne (ACC), journalist and politician.

This is an impressive intellectual biography: a superbly researched, 
multi-layered study that looks at Ryan as a social liberal who argued for 
a society in which individual rights and democratic values can coexist 
with collectivist aspirations that respect the historical characteristics 
of a community. Gauvreau presents Ryan as a public intellectual who 
was conferred this title not by dint of a university degree or academic 
specialization, but who grew into it through an unconventional education 
and career path. By the October Crisis of 1970, with which the book ends, 
Gauvreau argues that Ryan’s social liberalism had lost ground at the federal 
level to Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s hyper-individualistic liberalism, and on the 
provincial level to collectivist-oriented nationalists and separatists. Just shy 
of 700 pages, Gauvreau’s close-grained study traces how Ryan, along with 
French Canadians, Québécois, and Canadians at large, reached that point.

Significantly, Gauvreau spends the first half of the book (almost 300 
pages), examining in detail not only Ryan’s early family life and education, 
but more importantly, his decisive years working as national secretary of the 
ACC. Gauvreau takes very seriously the Catholic sources of political and 
social thought in Québec, showing how they formed the common intellectual 
matrix for French Canadians until the mid-1960s. He painstakingly reconstructs 
Ryan’s early intellectual journey from his politically liberal family roots to 
his encounters with the thought of Groulx and Maritain in high school. In 
the early 1950s, Ryan spent a year in Rome deepening his ecclesiological 
understanding through a study of Augustine’s two cities. At the same time, 
Newman’s theology shaped Ryan’s understanding of the individual conscience. 
These were important building blocks for Ryan’s social liberalism.

This intellectual formation furnished Ryan with a hopeful vision of a 
modernizing Church in which the laity plays a pivotal role in mediating 
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between the Church and the world. In fact, Ryan himself took on such a 
role when, at the age of twenty, he was appointed national secretary of 
the newly created ACC, an umbrella organization that the bishops hoped 
would help coordinate the activities of the array of Catholic Action groups 
that flourished, particularly among French-Canadian youth, from the
early 1930s. Not only did Ryan enjoy the confidence of bishops and
clergy, but he also yearned to convince upwardly mobile middle class 
professionals to become the new Catholic lay vanguard that would modernize 
the Church.

The second half of the book examines Ryan the public intellectual, a 
mantle he donned upon becoming director of Le Devoir, the independent 
newspaper founded by Henri Bourassa in 1910 to support both a Catholic 
and nationalist agenda. Gauvreau analyzes Ryan’s role as a public 
intellectual during the turbulent Quiet Revolution: the secularization and 
nationalization initiatives of the Lesage Liberals in Québec, provincial and 
federal constitutional discussions, the growth of separatist movements, the 
rise of the New Left, and Trudeau’s ascension in federal politics. Gauvreau 
also pays close attention to concurrent upheavals in the Catholic world: 
the Second Vatican Council, changes to the role of clergy and religious in 
Québec society, and the repercussions of Humanae Vitae.

Gauvreau makes abundant use of the analytical categories of gender and 
class. He argues that the youthful Christian ideals that Ryan embraced also 
coincided with the masculinity of the day. The masculine category, though, 
practically disappears in the second half of the book, even though much of 
the story is about male networks of intellectual exchange and power. In his 
discussion of Humanae Vitae, however, Gauvreau does include the centrality 
of women in the secularization process, a crucial part of his argument in 
Catholic Origins. The other important analytical lens is class. Throughout 
the tome, Gauvreau weaves in Ryan’s commitment to forming a new middle 
class of “intellectuals, academics, bureaucrats, social workers, managers, 
consultants, lawyers” (462), envisioned as the protagonists to revitalize both 
ecclesial and secular spheres.

Scholars of Catholicism in Canada will appreciate Gauvreau’s nuanced 
portrayal of groups within the Catholic Church: nationalist Catholics who 
embraced the corporatism of the 1920s and 1930s, young student members 
of Catholic Action flirting first with personalism then with Marxism in the 
1940s, bishops both looking to rein in rebellious Catholic youth and being 
swept up in the tumult of the Second Vatican Council. Gauvreau adds another 
important layer to the story by examining Ryan’s thought against the broader 
intellectual developments in North America: the rise and demise of social 
liberalism, and the morphing of many social liberals into neoconservatives 
as they reacted to the rise of a militant New Left.
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The Claude Ryan that emerges from these pages is first of all remarkably 
consistent in his beliefs – a social liberal who weds liberal values with 
Catholic convictions. Ryan is also the consummate mediator, arbitrating 
early on between clergy and laity, and later between public authorities 
and the larger community, and between French and English Canada. He 
also mediated between ideas: between liberal and Catholic anthropology, 
between a stable traditional past and new possibilities, between federalism 
and nationalism. Consequently, with the polarization of ideas and the advent 
of violence as a form of communication in 1970, Gauvreau’s account of 
Ryan as a mediator is brought to a fairly abrupt end.

With this book, Gauvreau himself performs a work of mediation, 
providing scholars with a formidable study of French Canada in English,
and giving historians of religion and politics a book that they can read in 
common.

Indre Cuplinskas
St. Joseph’s College, University of Alberta

Daniel Burston, A Forgotten Freudian: The Passion of Karl Stern. Karnac 
Books Ltd: London, 2016. xxiii, 256 pages. $41.09 paperback

Shortly before he died, Gregory Baum recommended this book for 
review to the Canadian Catholic Historical Association. Since Baum’s letters 
about Stern to Burston are cited and quoted at some length, and the book is 
dedicated to Baum “for a lifetime of service to all humanity,” our readers 
may understand that Baum had some influence in its writing. I accepted the 
task of reviewing a book that could be important not only to understanding 
Karl Stern (1906-1975), who has been neglected by historians of Catholicism 
in Canada, but also, to understanding Baum himself. I cannot recommend 
the book for either purpose.

The book is divided into nine chapters. The first four are a rough 
and lengthy summary of Karl Stern’s autobiography The Pillar of Fire 
(1951). Clearly, the boundary between Judaism and Christianity in Stern’s 
childhood was fluid (189). While conversion was not a radical step, it was 
still a conscious choice. Burston later speculates on the possible deep-seated 
resentments against Stern’s family which brought on conversion. His “traitor 
complex” towards the Jewish people “was probably linked to guilt feelings 
about his unresolved (and belatedly consummated) adolescent rebellion 
against his father and family of “origin.” (193).

The next three chapters are shorter summaries of Stern’s other major 
works: The Third Revolution: A Study of Psychiatry and Religion (1954), 
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Through Dooms of Love (1960), and The Flight from Woman (1965). Burston 
gives a credible explanation for Stern’s disappearance from contemporary 
consciousness (158-160). As a psychiatrist, and a Freudian, Stern’s 
humanism was dismissed by biological reductionism within psychiatry, 
which relied more and more on pharmacotherapy. Stern’s impressive work 
in literary criticism, too, was dismissed by post-modernists. In feminist 
studies, his firm belief in innate gender differences “dooms him from the
start for the vast majority of academic readers” (160). Burston shrewdly sees 
that I. McGilchrist (2009) The Master and His Emissary: The Divided Brain 
and the Making of the Western World had supplanted Stern in academic 
debates.

Stern’s last major work, a collection of essays, Love and Success 
(1975), only merits a few mentions as another of Stern’s again unsuccessful 
attempts to harmonize Catholicism and Freudianism. Since “… Freud and his 
followers regarded Jews who converted to Christianity as deeply neurotic, 
and that many still do” (163), Stern was already deeply suspect to Freudians. 
The author accepts this negative assessment and adds that he was “in no 
position to deny that [Stern] suffered from severe neurotic difficulties, or 
that they played some part in his decision to convert” (187, repeated on 
191). Burston narrowly avoids trivializing or ignoring Sterns “conscious 
experiences of doubt and transcendence” a phrase he takes from M. Hewitt 
(2014) “Rivary or difference? Contemporary psychospirituality and the 
psychoanalytic study of religion, Religious Studies Review, 40:4, 175-185. 
Thus, Burston writes, “Stern emerges not merely as an authoritarian and 
self-absorbed father, or as a miserable buffoon, but as a vulnerable, tragic 
figure” (157).

The most interesting chapter – at least to this reader – is the eighth, 
entitled “A Hebrew Catholic.” It discusses Stern’s conversion, his roller-
coaster relationship with and then his departure from the Jewish community, 
and his later attempts to combat anti-Semitism, racism, and all forms of 
religious nationalism through inter-religious dialogue. This chapter goes 
farther in presenting the author, Stern, behind Stern’s books. Unfortunately, 
even this chapter is padded with irrelevant descriptions and discussions of 
anti-Semitism among Lefebvrists long after Stern’s death. Burston, however, 
shows profound insight in detailing how Stern’s many statements about 
Judaism in his autobiography, The Pillar of Fire, were profoundly insulting 
to Jews and his later public work failed to move the Jewish community of 
North America.

The ninth chapter is purportedly a comparison and commentary on 
Judaism and Catholicism in Stern and in the French psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan, but it is mainly an extended commentary on Lacan and has little of 
relevance to any knowledge of Stern and could have been jettisoned.
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Burston was ill-served by his editors; aside from the long passages 
irrelevant to his purpose, there are over fifty minor mistakes in grammar, 
syntax and spelling, and awkward phrases, spread across 200 pages of text 
(including the misspelling of the name of one of Canada’s Prime Ministers 
(62) as well as mistranslations into English of well-known Montreal place 
names and institutions that needed no translation.

Above all, the entire work engages with speculation, which in large 
doses is unsatisfying for historians. The summaries of Stern’s works are 
accompanied by the author’s more or less useful or interesting musings on the 
psychological reasons behind Stern’s writings and a continuous comparison 
of Stern’s insights with Stern’s contemporaries or later writers.

Although Burston claims Stern has been forgotten, Stern’s books are 
widely available, some have been re-issued, and there have been popular, 
and more recently, scholarly analyses, the latter by David Neuhaus (1988), 
Sherry Simon (1999) and Robert McFarland (2007). Members of the 
Canadian Catholic Historical Association would be better served by reading 
or rereading Stern’s better writings rather than this biography. Still, Burston’s 
work reinforces the point that Stern deserves to be known and mentioned in 
lectures on Post-World War II Catholicism in Canada.

Paul Laverdure
University of Sudbury

Michael Gauvreau. The Hand of God: Claude Ryan and the Fate of Canadian 
Liberalism, 1925-1971. Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2017. xxii, 678 pages. $44.95 cloth. 

The title of Michael Gauvreau’s latest book, The Hand of God: Claude Ryan 
and the Fate of Canadian Liberalism, 1925-1971, captures the key elements 
of his argument. The subtitle clearly focuses on the evolution of liberalism 
in Canada, yet the prominence of God in the title intimates the centrality of 
Catholicism in this study.

Gauvreau approaches the same territory and time period that he 
examined in his trail-blazing 2005 study The Catholic Origins of Québec’s 
Quiet Revolution, 1931-1970, but now he fixes his gaze on Claude Ryan 
(1925-2004), Catholic activist and national secretary for the Action 
Catholique Canadienne (ACC), journalist and politician.

This is an impressive intellectual biography: a superbly researched, 
multi-layered study that looks at Ryan as a social liberal who argued for 
a society in which individual rights and democratic values can coexist 
with collectivist aspirations that respect the historical characteristics 
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of a community. Gauvreau presents Ryan as a public intellectual who 
was conferred this title not by dint of a university degree or academic 
specialization, but who grew into it through an unconventional education 
and career path. By the October Crisis of 1970, with which the book ends, 
Gauvreau argues that Ryan’s social liberalism had lost ground at the federal 
level to Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s hyper-individualistic liberalism, and on the 
provincial level to collectivist-oriented nationalists and separatists. Just shy 
of 700 pages, Gauvreau’s close-grained study traces how Ryan, along with 
French Canadians, Quebecois, and Canadians at large, reached that point. 

Significantly, Gauvreau spends the first half of the book (almost 300 
pages), examining in detail not only Ryan’s early family life and education, 
but more importantly, his decisive years working as national secretary of the 
ACC. Gauvreau takes very seriously the Catholic sources of political and 
social thought in Quebec, showing how they formed the common intellectual 
matrix for French Canadians until the mid-1960s. He painstakingly 
reconstructs Ryan’s early intellectual journey from his politically liberal 
family roots to his encounters with the thought of Groulx and Maritain in 
high school. In the early 1950s, Ryan spent a year in Rome deepening his 
ecclesiological understanding through a study of Augustine’s two cities. 
At the same time, Newman’s theology shaped Ryan’s understanding of the 
individual conscience. These were important building blocks for Ryan’s 
social liberalism. 

This intellectual formation furnished Ryan with a hopeful vision of 
a modernizing Church in which the laity plays a pivotal role mediating 
between the Church and the world. In fact, Ryan himself took on such a 
role when, at the age of twenty, he was appointed national secretary of 
the newly created ACC, an umbrella organization that the bishops hoped 
would help coordinate the activities of the array of Catholic Action groups 
that flourished, particularly among French-Canadian youth, from the early 
1930s. Not only did Ryan enjoy the confidence of bishops and clergy, but 
he also yearned to convince upwardly mobile middle class professionals to 
become the new Catholic lay vanguard that would modernize the Church.

The second half of the book examines Ryan the public intellectual, a 
mantle he donned upon becoming director of Le Devoir, the independent 
newspaper founded by Henri Bourassa in 1910 to support both a Catholic 
and nationalist agenda. Gauvreau analyzes Ryan’s role as a public 
intellectual during the turbulent Quiet Revolution: the secularization and 
nationalization initiatives of the Lesage Liberals in Quebec, provincial
and federal constitutional discussions, the growth of separatist movements, 
the rise of the New Left, and Trudeau’s ascension in federal politics. 
Gauvreau also pays close attention to concurrent upheavals in the Catholic 
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world: the Second Vatican Council, changes to the role of clergy and religious 
in Quebec society, and the repercussions of Humanae Vitae. 

Gauvreau makes abundant use of the analytical categories of gender and 
class. He argues that the youthful Christian ideals that Ryan embraced also 
coincided with the masculinity of the day. The masculine category, though, 
practically disappears in the second half of the book, even though much of 
the story is about male networks of intellectual exchange and power. In his 
discussion of Humanae Vitae, however, Gauvreau does include the centrality 
of women in the secularization process, a crucial part of his argument in 
Catholic Origins. The other important analytical lens is class. Throughout 
the tome, Gauvreau weaves in Ryan’s commitment to forming a new middle 
class of “intellectuals, academics, bureaucrats, social workers, managers, 
consultants, lawyers” (462), envisioned as the protagonists to revitalize both 
ecclesial and secular spheres.

 Scholars of Catholicism in Canada will appreciate Gauvreau’s nuanced 
portrayal of groups within the Catholic Church: nationalist Catholics who 
embraced the corporatism of the 1920s and 1930s, young student members 
of Catholic Action flirting first with personalism then with Marxism in the 
1940s, bishops both looking to rein in rebellious Catholic youth and being 
swept up in the tumult of the Second Vatican Council. Gauvreau adds another 
important layer to the story by examining Ryan’s thought against the broader 
intellectual developments in North America: the rise and demise of social 
liberalism, and the morphing of many social liberals into neoconservatives 
as they reacted to the rise of a militant New Left. 

The Claude Ryan that emerges from these pages is first of all remarkably 
consistent in his beliefs – a social liberal who weds liberal values with 
Catholic convictions. Ryan is also the consummate mediator, arbitrating 
early on between clergy and laity, and later between public authorities 
and the larger community, and between French and English Canada. He 
also mediated between ideas: between liberal and Catholic anthropology, 
between a stable traditional past and new possibilities, between federalism 
and nationalism. Consequently, with the polarization of ideas and the advent 
of violence as a form of communication in 1970, Gauvreau’s account of 
Ryan as a mediator is brought to a fairly abrupt end. 

With this book, Gauvreau himself performs a work of mediation, 
providing scholars with a formidable study of French Canada in English, and 
giving historians of religion and politics a book that they can read in common.

Indre Cuplinskas
St. Joseph’s College, University of Alberta
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