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	Although compelled by similar economic and social forces to leave Québec, French-Canadian out-migrants to nearby New England and Eastern Ontario were ultimately drawn by competing forces. If the character of the typical Franco-American was urban, industrial and transient, most Franco-Ontarian’s were their exact opposite – rural, agricultural and well entrenched within the larger English-Protestant community around them. Although church policy and practice towards migration would vary from region to region, resistance to linguistic and religious acculturation was constant.


Every step made in clearing the forest is a victory which strengthens our rights, our institutions, and our laws. Let us take possession of the soil is a motto which should be written in letters of gold over the door of every house. If we neglect colonization, we deal a fatal blow to the country, and destroy the glorious work of our ancestors.

Rev. A. Labelle, 1888


The historiography of Québec out-migration to both the New England and Eastern Ontario during the 19th century tends to focus upon the economic and social forces which drove French-Canadians to seek a life beyond Québec’s borders.
 Fernand Ouellet, for instance, writes extensively about a province in transition: where agricultural production had become stagnant, little fertile land remained to be distributed to the sons of the old parishes, and urban industrialization could not keep pace with an ever-growing population.


Little has been devoted, however, to a comparison of Franco-Ontarian and Franco-American experiences from the point of view of pull-factors, namely the competition between the two regions for the attention of the colonist, and the role of the Roman Catholic clergy in shaping the direction of migration. While the absence of study may be suggestive of a certain homology between the two experiences, this is hardly the case; not only did each region offer a different and compelling motive for resettlement, but the intervention of the clergy in favour of one destination over the other would impact the very strategies that each would adopt in order to protect their linguistic and cultural identity against the influences of the English-Protestant majority.

As Ouellet ably points out, there was a crisis developing in Québec at the turn of the 19th century, only part of which was political. If the Constitution Act of 1791 cast doubt on the continued survivance of French Canadian culture, so too were economic and social forces conspiring to undermine the traditional foundations of population settlement and employment within the province. What had for two centuries served their interests under the French regime –  the Seigniorial land distribution system, traditional agricultural techniques and unprecedented population growth – were beginning to reach their limitations.


High birth rates were not only a core characteristic of French-Canadian families, but an absolute necessity for the successful cultivation of Seigniorial lands. Considered both a family enterprise and worldly duty, agricultural production in New France required a large investment in human capital. Ouellet blames this on the perpetuation of old world farming techniques which had seen little improvement since the first colonial settlements were established. Even as yields were declining, farms required a continuous supply of manpower just to maintain self-sufficiency.


The corollary to this, of course, was that the greater number of children an habitant produced, the more land he would have to secure for their future sustenance. This followed from two very distinct social and legal customs: firstly, that every male offspring would share equally in his father’s inheritance; and secondly, that the Seigniorial property would not be subdivided. Familial networking was an essential component of French Canadian settlement during this period, and so long as the supply of land exceeded demand there would always be lots available in close proximity to the family. The Seigniorial land system, however, had been effectively frozen under British rule. Although landowners could continue to distribute lands and collect rents within their jurisdictions, no new Seigneuries would be created. Similarly, crown land that was still available would either be reserved for English settlement – as in the case of the Eastern Townships – or sold under the new land tenure system.

The quadrupling of the French-Canadian population between 1785 and 1835 meant that most of the oldest parishes were completely settled by mid-century. An 1821 clerical survey, for instance, revealed that 64% of all parishes were already fully occupied.
 Where land was still available, changes in the business attitude of landowners prevented many habitants from obtaining property; if high rents proved to be an impediment to new Seigniorial settlement, so too did the cost and the English-Protestant character of the Townships dissuade many from purchasing their properties outright. One always had the option of purchasing property from another habitant, but surplus capital took years to accumulate and the threat of the lods et ventes – a form of land transfer tax equivalent to one-twelfth the value of the property – ensured that property rarely changed hands outside of one’s family.

If the subdivision of Seigniorial lands had been officially discouraged during the French Regime, this practice was increasing tolerated as a means of resettling Québec’s growing population after the conquest. Although 80 acres was considered the minimum farm size required to maintain self-sufficiency, by mid-century most counties had become overburdened with an excessive number of small landholdings.
 While this would not be problematic when harvests were fair, successive crop failures between 1835 and 1837 placed considerable financial strain on those habitants directly affected. Therein lay the biggest problem. By 1850, and with nearly five out of every six French-Canadians tied to farming, successive generations of outdated agricultural practice had finally begun to render the soil ineffective for continued development and sustenance.

Several factors were to blame, including an over-reliance upon wheat, inadequate crop rotation, and insufficient fertilization which had resulted in lower yields and greater susceptibility to crop disease. Habitants possessed few animals; those who did maintained traditional breeds with limited dairy output. While these challenges would force many to consider changing their practices, a lack of education in modern agriculture and husbandry limited such experimentation to trial and error. As one governmental committee would conclude, “such educational backwardness amongst a peasant society had the effect of perpetuating their strong conservatism and the resistance to change, even when such change was to their benefit.”
 As crop failures intensified, annual rents and personal consumption only added to the habitant’s burgeoning debt. Credit had to be repaid, and both lawsuits and property seizures were not infrequent. Dispossession only added to the surplus of Québec’s landless labour.

Mounting pressures to resettle Québec’s excess population were met by several geo-political limitations. Although the youngest Seigneuries in the Laurentides and the Outaouais had not yet been completely developed, these lands were far removed from the fertile St. Lawrence Valley and were poor in quality. Similarly, the emergence of light industry, primarily in local villages but increasingly at Montreal and Québec, provided an outlet for urban resettlement but paled in comparison to the rapid industrialization taking place in the United States. One of the largest employers in Montreal was the steam engine plant, yet they employed only 257 men in 1850. At St. Maurice, the metal works there engaged no more than 350.


Out-migration provided the most viable alternative to a life of economic uncertainty on the farm or in the city; for those destined to settle outside of Québec, these push-factors represented a common and constant element in the search for employment and stability. Employing separate demographic approaches to their study of French-Canadian resettlement in New England and Ontario over the course of the 19th century, geographers Ralph Vicero and Donald Cartwright have consolidated much of the historiographical record surrounding Québec out-migration between 1840 and 1900. Their work is used extensively throughout this article.
 Furthermore, while it would be possible to compare all potential areas of resettlement – some attempts were made to settle the upper regions of New Brunswick and within the northern hinterlands of Québec under the auspices of the Colonization program – this article has confined itself to those areas immediately adjacent to Québec where survivance was most critical.

New England provided French-Canadians one of the earliest outlets for expansion. In spite of the geographic barriers, some habitants would funnel their way through the Chaudière to northern Maine. Others would follow a similar pattern through the Richelieu corridor in search of new opportunities along Lake Champlain, more so after the construction of the Champlain canal. Similar in quality to the farms of the Eastern Townships, the availability of land in the vicinity of Burlington, Vermont allowed the formation of a vibrant expatriate community that boasted their own newspapers, cultural societies and the formation of St. Joseph’s Parish in 1850. Indeed, until 1860, Vermont would claim one of the largest concentrations of French-Canadian migrants within the United States.

In her analysis of Franco-American immigration to that state, historian Betsy Beattie has carefully defined those who arrived there before 1850. The earliest settlers were primarily skilled labourers – carpenters, masons and shipbuilders – who found similar type employment in Vermont’s growing infrastructure development preceding industrialization. Although some would take positions in the growing textile industry there, most were savvy enough to distinguish between the better paying jobs and those most susceptible to market fluctuations. Similarly, agriculture only played a minor role in French-Canadian settlement during this first wave of settlement.


The completion of the Grand Trunk Railway from Longueil to Portland, Maine in 1853 would fundamentally alter the dynamic of French-Canadian out-migration. Whereas migration to the New England states had been confined to approximately 21,000 people prior to 1850, the uninterrupted connection between Montreal and Boston provided affordable access to that region’s industrial centers at the very time when their expanding textile and shoe manufacturing industries were most in need of unskilled foreign labour. In the same way that socio-economic factors had begun to push French-Canadians out of Québec, so too were the New England states witnessing a transformation of their own population. Although a trend had been identified much earlier in the century, the accelerating pace of American western migration throughout the 1860’s created a critical shortage of labour in the industrial manufacturing sectors of the east.


What had not been filled by Irish immigrants was, by word of mouth and active recruitment, taken up quickly by French-Canadians. Although relatively uniform across most of Québec, out-migration was particularly high within the parishes south of Québec City and along the Chaudière with almost 25% of the young, single men there having vacated between 1852 and 1856.
 According to Vicero, movement followed two distinctive patterns: the first arrivals in a particular area tended to draw upon and direct the movement of habitants from the same originating regions; once established, movement back and forth across the border was frequent.


Theirs was a purely economic relationship in which the problems of rapid American industrialization and the needs of the French-Canadian habitant converged. On the one hand, the New England manufacturer suffered from frequent labour shortages, which compelled him to look outside of the region for workers. Economic expansion and contraction forced many to close temporarily, or to shift production to other regions. Furthermore, increased competition often led to strikes when wages were rolled-back. On the other hand, he found the perfect partner in the French-Canadian migrant who was willing to work for less than the Irish, was equally unsympathetic to labour unrest and was more transient than other migrant workers. These migrants would prove themselves ideal as strike-breakers, so much so that industrialists would employ American Agents to recruit directly within Québec until that practice was banned under the Foran Act of 1885.

As the economic disparity between Québec and New England widened after the American Civil War, what had once been a slow but steady flow of southward settlement became a torrent of migration. Numbering approximately 52,000 migrants between 1860 and 1870, the severe economic depression of the 1870’s only accelerated the pace of migration, with 65,000 arriving between 1870 and 1880 and another 100,000 in each of the remaining two decades of the century.
 Settlement, however, was far from homogenous. Outside of Vermont and Maine, which retained a distinctly agrarian and lumbering character, respectively, French-Canadians clustered in increasing numbers within the industrial river corridors of southern New England. Preferring small to medium sized cities over larger centers, petit Canadas would be established at Woonsocket and Worcester in the Blackstone River Valley and at Lowell and Manchester within the Merrimack River Valley. Overall, three-quarters of all French-Canadian migrants could be found in cities or towns of less than 50,000 people.

Not coincidently, these same regions housed the bulk of New England’s industry, of which French-Canadians would come to dominate. Owing to an abundance of work, their willingness to work for low wages, and the relatively low skill level required to operate the machinery, over 47% of French-Canadians would find employment in the manufacturing field.
 For many, this was not a new experience; although the majority of Franco-American textile workers and boot makers came from an agricultural background, Vicero explains that clearly one-third had previous domestic experience in those industries.
 By 1900, they would account for 32% of New England’s textile workers and 51% of all brick makers.
 Although men dominated the emigrant experience, women were found in almost equal proportions within the textile industry. Whereas large French-Canadian families had proven burdensome in Québec, ready employment for all family members in the factories of New England provided a level of comfort better than most habitants of the north.


Migration was a collective decision born of economic necessity, and did not represent an abandonment of their linguistic or cultural heritage. If Franco-Americans living in New England looked to the church for survivance, however, they would be disappointed by their lukewarm response. Ecclesiastic authority was slow in responding to the southward flow of French-Canadians to the United States, their passivity due in large part to the threat that mass migration posed to cultural survival within Québec. While parishes would be established where required, and priests or missionaries dispatched as they became available, the response of the church was to promote repatriation rather than settlement. That these official efforts should fall short of expectations, even at the height of the depression when the Repatriation Act of 1875 made land reserves in the Eastern Townships much more reasonable to obtain, represented a serious misconception of the needs of these migrants; clearly, few expatriates aspired to agrarianism.


The cultural survival of Franco-American settlers, therefore, would be contingent upon their own ability to resist Anglicization. To this end, the formation of cultural societies and religious parishes became a function of popular demand rather than official policy. In Worcester, Massachusetts, growing nativism necessitated the formation of the St.-Hyacinthe Society in 1868 to preserve community faith and morals. Until its first permanent church was erected a year later, however, “the combined Catholic-Canadien identity was not secure in the Worcester environment, and preserving it demanded an act of will.”
 Thereafter, their congregation under a French-Canadian Curé would finally allow for the wider development of social organizations tied to secular activities, such as sports and politics.


Owing to the complexity of acculturation, no two Franco-American communities were the same: having examined the educational choices of French-Canadian parents in Holyoke, Massachusetts, Gazaille concludes that survivance was a secondary consideration to social integration;
 and, having established 133 parochial schools within New England by 1909, Moreau points out that Rhode Island’s passing of the Peck Bill in 1922 may have compelled Manville’s French language school to adopt a bilingual curriculum, but it did not seek to assimilate its French-Canadian population.
 In spite of the relative length of time many permanent residents took to naturalize, their gradual engagement in political office holding demonstrated a willingness to finally embrace both the American experience and its institutions, thereby maintaining a cultural distinction within it.
 Numbering 67 councilmen between 1900 and 1904 in Massachusetts’ six largest migrant communities, the evolution of the Franco-American as a political entity would signal their emergence as more than just the “Chinese of the Eastern States.”
 They were one of the few cultural minorities that was able to retain a distinct identity.

If French-Canadian out-migration to New England had been characterized by urban settlement, industrial employment and a relatively transient lifestyle, then those who settled in Ontario were of decidedly different stock. Although driven from Québec by the same economic conditions as their Franco-American cousins, their migration was predominately rural in nature, tied to agricultural development and much more permanent. More importantly, where the clergy had played but a minimal role in southward migration, the timing of westward movement allowed it to adopt a more proactive position towards the development of Ontario, particularly within the northern, south-western and eastern-most peripheries where the English-Protestant presence was least represented and where linguistic and religious homogeneity might be established.

Incorporated as a separate geopolitical region under the Constitution Act of 1791, Ontario served as a land reserve for the resettlement of a large number of British-American Loyalists, especially from New York. The easternmost bounds of the province were settled primarily along the St. Lawrence River with the townships east of Cornwall being granted to Irish Protestants, Scottish Protestants and Scottish Catholics closest to the border with Québec. Little consideration was given to settlement along the lower Ottawa River, owing to its proximity and contiguous border with Québec.

In fact, settlement for the sake of agriculture was rare on either side of the border before 1840. Those habitants who had not escaped to New England found refuge from their economic burden in the growing timber industry of the Upper Ottawa Valley or within the early industrial development of Ontario. Ouellet points out that, before the colonization process could respond to southward out-migration, many young, single men had already engaged themselves in Ontario’s canal and road building projects of the first half of the century; while some would return to Québec, those who possessed appropriate skills would eventually settle in the rapidly expanding industrial center of Ontario or continue onwards to the American mid-west.


Significantly strengthened by the Union Act of 1841, Québec’s clergy was as invigorated by internal colonization as it was dismayed by American out-migration. Successful expansion across territorial boundaries, however, was dependent upon their establishment of ecclesiastic authority in Ontario. Although the Diocese of Bytown was established in 1844 for the expressed purpose of missionizing those French-Canadians employed in the logging industry, it would serve an equally important role in meeting the needs of those parishes already founded on the north side of the river and facilitating the migration of French-Canadian families to the uninhabited hinterland of the Ottawa Valley; as the new Bishop of Bytown would advise his colleagues to the east – given the fluidity of the border region, if French Canadians did not settle the Ottawa Valley, then the English Protestants surely would.

Sending a clear message that Ontario was a viable option for those who wanted to remain on the land, Cartwright calls the ability of the church to organize colonization efforts on a provincial scale their single biggest contribution to Franco-Ontarian settlement.
 Having engaged the Oblate Order to precede migration into Ontario, to establish parishes there, to act as land agents and to ease the transition of colonists upon their arrival, the church was able to maximize cooperation and minimize conflict amongst the various ethnic groups within that region.
 Similarly, they were able to guide development within the Ottawa Valley and ease any sectarian resistance within the region.

The success of the entire colonization process, however, hinged upon the clergy’s ability to mobilize that segment of the population that was sympathetic to agriculture.
 This was not an easy task, for French-Canadians were not what Ouellet would call a ‘pioneering people.’
 Those who were least interested in agriculture had already departed for United States and would not be enticed to return. Others had found a place in Québec’s light industry and would be hard-pressed to take up the plough again. Those most susceptible to pastoral appeal, therefore, were those conservative elements that wanted to maintain their traditional ownership of the soil.

Moving in small families of generally less than 6 children, the most significant migration occurred in Eastern Ontario between 1841 and 1881.
 Although not entirely endogamous, by and large French-Canadians tended to marry younger and produce more children than their English counterparts. Although they appear to have moved more frequently, most colons stayed within the region; by contrast, those English settlers who moved tended to leave the region entirely.
 It is no small coincidence that Francophones would quickly outnumber Anglophones in the rural areas of Eastern Ontario.


Similar to Franco-American settlement, clustering was a predominate feature of western movement. In his study of Prescott County – one of the few locations in the province to feature a Franco-Ontarian majority – Gaffield noted that immigrants to Alfred and Caledonia Townships were drawn from two distinct Québec regions: from those northern colonization regions less favourable to agricultural development; and from those newer Seigneuries just west of Montreal, such as Vaudreuil and Deux Montagnes, that were only a short distance from the Ontario border. He suggests that these colons were likely attracted by the availability of land and a topography that was similar to their former locations.


Familiarity and tradition, however, did not always translate into the most fertile lots. Cartwright points out that French-Canadian settlers to Eastern Ontario tended to select lots that were closest to the river, yet which were poorer in quality than the inland lots favoured by the English.
 Adding to this discrepancy was the fact that Franco-Ontarians tended to import the same poor farming techniques that plagued agricultural development in Québec. In any case, few colons could afford the $250-300 start-up costs involved and settlement, and would have laboured for others during the first years of settlement and in the timber industry during the leaner winter months.
 As capital was acquired, Franco-Ontarians began to move inland and to concentrate on dairy production.


The Bishop of Ottawa continued to play a vital role within the Franco-Ontarian community, providing leadership and a focal point for French-Canadian resistance to acculturation. This support would have been necessary given the collective response of both English Protestants and Scottish Catholics to continued French-Canadian settlement. By 1871, French had come to outnumber the English in Prescott County; Russell County would follow suit soon after 1901.
 With the southward movement of settlement, the demarcation of ecclesiastical authority within Eastern Ontario began to take on linguistic overtones: the elevation of Ottawa to an Archdiocese in 1885 provided some measure of protection to French Catholic development along the Ottawa River; Scottish Catholics, on the other hand, were supported by the newly created diocese of Alexandria and would come to defend the St. Lawrence communities from Francophone expansion. As the proportion of Franco-Ontarians in Stormont and Glengarry Counties began to rise, tensions between the rival groups escalated to the point where French language services were all but refused in the southern counties.

Besides religion, education remained another source of antagonism between Ontario’s English and French communities. Under a liberal policy of ‘voluntary assimilation’, over 60 bilingual schools were created within the two counties alone by 1882.
 While Mowat’s Liberal government resisted all attempts to create an English-only public school system, the results of an 1889 Inquiry revealed serious deficiencies in their goal to slowly integrate French-Canadians into mainstream Ontarian society: English instruction was virtually non-existent within Eastern Ontario bilingual schools; furthermore, the quality of education was considered woefully inadequate owing to the fact that teachers there were barely educated themselves. Even though the conversion to separate funding in 1891 and the introduction of the Grey Nuns as instructors would improve education standards considerably, these measures were hardly enough to satisfy those who felt that the Franco-Ontarian community should be assimilated.


If survivance had come at the cost of social alienation then, like the French Canadians of New England, it would be balanced in other ways. Although their immigration was already starting to show signs of slowing down by the end of the century, continued population growth, territorial expansion and cultural domination permitted the establishment of a number of regional institutions designed to reinforce French-Canadian linguistic and cultural identity. The completion of a rail link between Ottawa and Montreal in 1882 allowed farmers to market their goods in both directions. Eastern Ontario would boast several French-language newspapers, including L’Interprète at Alfred from 1886-1900 and Ottawa’s Le Droit. Paving the way to greater political representation, Russell County would elect Ontario’s first French-Canadian representative in 1883. Numbering 200,000 or approximately 8% of Ontario overall population by 1911, Franco-Ontarians would rival New England’s Franco-American population in terms of proportion; in both cases, French-Canadians represented a sizable and persistent minority within the dominant English-Protestant majority.

It is clear that, in spite of their relative proximity to Québec, out-migration to both Eastern Ontario and New England elicited an entirely different response from both clergy and habitant alike. The colonization movement, designed by the church as a means of diverting migration away from the United States, failed to address the most pressing issue facing Franco-Americans – many French-Canadians who found work in the factories of the south were happy with wage labour and their transient lifestyle, and did not want to resettle the land. Failure to repatriate, however, did not necessarily mean that the program itself was a failure; the same appeal that would find such a tepid response in one group would find an altogether different response from those potential migrants and their families who valued a traditional association with the land.


Given the pressures within both communities to acculturate into the English majority, one might have expected to see greater survivance amongst the Franco-Ontarian population given the added support of both church and state. Yet, in both cases, the French-Canadian minority culture thrived in spite of clerical influence. Their resistance to acculturation, borne of a desire to maintain a conservatively bred, religiously motivated devotion to language and religion, was greater than the forces working against them. Survivance, however, did not come without a price. The rejection of Ontario’s ‘voluntary assimilation’ policy, for instance, has to be measured against the retardation of social integration within the English-Protestant majority; the desire to maintain a separate French-language school system in Massachusetts may have served cultural interests, but at the cost of rousing anti-Catholic, anti-Canadien nativism. In the end, French-Canadians outside of Québec would only find their place when they felt secure enough within their adopted communities.
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� Although it lies outside the scope of this essay, anti-Francophone sentiment would culminate in the passing of Regulation 17 in 1912, which compelled a one-language policy within Ontario’s school system. Although it would enrage French-Canadians in Québec, and alienate the French minority in Ontario, the regulation was not officially rescinded until 1927. While bicultural relations would be damaged for decades, many credit this crisis as the focal point for French-Canadian nationalism.
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