Chemin des Cantons

12

T

he southeastern part of the Eastern Townships,
comprising the regional county municipalities (MRCs) of
Brome-Missisquoi, Haute-Yamaska, Memphremagog and
Coaticook, was settled mainly by Americans.
Sons and daughters of New England, these homesteaders
were used to frontier life. The first to arrive were Loyalists
(see the introduction to the Brome-Missisquoi MRC) followed
by settlers attracted by the prospect of cheap land north of
the border. They brought their pioneering know-how and their
New England customs to their new home. Their way of life,
how they worked the soil, the schools and churches they
eventually built — indeed, their whole sense of organizing
communities — remained essentially American.
The land they came was among the richest and fertile in
all of southern Quebec. Not surprisingly most early settlers
concentrated on growing crops and raising livestock. But the
hydraulic potential of Townships waterways was not lost on
them, either, and it was soon put to use. Dams and mills built
in strategic locations gave rise to early forms of mechanized
industry, traces of which can still be seen today. In some
cases, the arrival of the railway helped transform these small
millsites into major centres of industrial production.
Early American influences are easy to recognize in this part
of the Townships, where visitors will discover an exceptional
wealth of historic New-England style homes and buildings,
surrounded by idyllic rural landscapes.
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Brome-Missisquoi MRC
Brome-Missisquoi MRC
The Townships Trail follows the border east
of the Brome-Missisquoi MRC and crosses
the townships of Bromont, the townships of
Brome and Sutton. The western part of the
MRC, through which the Wine Route winds
its way, features elements that are closely
related to the theme of the Townships Trail. In
fact, this part is the true cradle of American
colonization in the Eastern Townships since
it is on the banks of Lake Champlain, in
Missisquoi Bay, that the first Americans, the
Loyalists, settled at the turn of the 1780s.

Missisquoi Historical Society

The term “Loyalist” came to be applied,
misleadingly, to all American colonists who settled north of the 45th parallel at the turn of the
19th century. Despite their undeniable influence, true Loyalists represented only a small portion
of this American migration into the Townships.
In fact, the term “Loyalist” correctly applies only to those groups of people who fled the United
States during or shortly after the Amercian Revolutionary War to avoid persecution by the
victors. Loyal to England, some had enlisted to fight the rebels, while others had too openly
demonstrated their political allegiances.
The first displaced people arrived on British territory at the beginning of the conflict with dissident
colonies, around 1776. Going up the Hudson River to Lake Champlain, then strongly held by the
British navy, they settled near Missisquoi Bay and along the Richelieu River. Some remained
there for many years, waiting out the end of the conflict, which did not come until 1783 with the
signing of the Treaty of Paris.
At this time, the question of relocating Loyalists became a pressing matter. Hundreds of them
were awaiting compensation from the British government for losses they had incurred during
the war. The Crown possessed vast stretches of virgin land between the old French seigniories
and the American border, but balked at opening it up to settlement, opting instead to maintain a
buffer zone between its northern colony and the new republic to the south. Many Loyalists clung
to the hope of receiving land grants near their former homeland.
From 1783 to 1792, British authorities were swamped with requests and petitions for land east
of Lake Champlain. As the authorities dragged their feet, a large number of Loyalists proceeded
with their move and in 1792, when the government finally declared the Eastern Townships open
to settlement, about a hundred families were already living on the old seigneury of St. Armand.

Sébastien Larose
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Townships Trail
Gradually, this core of Loyalists branched out to the east to occupy, although
sparsely, a good part of the townships located along the American border. First to
arrive, they took over the best lands, which often had a body of water that provided
valuable hydraulic potential. The resale of these lands and the construction of mills
guaranteed many of these loyal subjects an enviable position within burgeoning
Townships settlements.
Growing numbers of American colonists with unclear political allegiances gradually
diluted the Loyalist fervour in these early communities. Nevertheless, this first wave
of American immigrants marked the beginning of American colonization and the
Brome-Missisquoi MRC retains the oldest vestiges of this period.

T

he Brome-Missisquoi MRC features seven stops, three of which are along
the Townships Trail. In addition to a rich built heritage, visitors will find the Trail
leads through pastoral and natural landscapes of exceptional beauty. Mount
Brome, Brome Lake and Mount Sutton alone are worth the outing.
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Downtown Bromont / Stéphane Lemire

Bromont (stop)
The Township of Shefford, at the foot of the mountain of the same name, welcomed
its first pioneers at the end of the 18th century. John Savage, a loyalist of Irish origin,
established his camp in 1793 in what is now Bromont.
The municipality of Bromont was created fairly recently. It combines the former
villages of West Shefford and Adamsville, a small industrial village created in the
second half of the 19th century.
A heritage tour of Old Bromont, a map of which is available at the Tourist Information
Bureau, allows visitors to admire interesting examples of houses whose architecture
reflects an American influence. At the centre of the old village of West Shefford,
Shefford Street is of particular interest. There you’ll find the St. John’s Anglican
Church, a magnificent church in the neo-Gothic style built of brick during the years
1882-1885. The church’s cemetery is the final resting place of John Savage.
Bromont Tourist Information Bureau: 15 Bromont Blvd., Bromont.
Tel.: 450 534-2006 – 1 877 276-6668

Brome-Missisquoi MRC

The Town of Brome Lake, created in
1971, includes several hamlets and
villages that still use their original names.
The region is known for its beauty and
Brome Lake has attracted innumerable
vacationers over the years. Beyond its
lush natural surroundings, this is also a
place with a recognizable, rich Loyalist
past, a source of pride for the local
population.

Knowlton United Church

Town of Brome Lake
(Knowlton) (stop)
The largest population agglomeration in the
Town of Brome Lake, Knowlton is ranked
among the 20 most beautiful villages in
Quebec. The village was named in memory of Visiting Knowlton’s museum / Stéphane Lemire
the man who founded the town, Colonel Paul
Holland Knowlton, the descendant of a Loyalist family. Knowlton developed thanks to
the mills built next to Cold Brook. Its location along stage coach routes quickly turned
it into an important hub, reinforced by the coming of the railway in the second half of
the 19th century.
Knowlton proudly displays its American and Loyalist past. Its historical society, one
of the oldest in the Eastern Townhips, manages the superb Brome County Historical
Society Museum, made up of six buildings, three of which are of high heritage value.
It is here that visitors can obtain a map of the historical walking tour in Knowlton
introducing them to more than 20 heritage buildings and covering the majority of the
town’s built heritage in one enjoyable stroll. The Auberge Knowlton, the oldest working
hotel in the Eastern Townships, is but one of the fascinating stops on this stop.
Brome County Historical Society Museum:
130 Lakeside, Brome Lake (Knowlton).
Tel.: 450 243-6782
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Townships Trail

Old South Schoolhouse, Lac-Brome / Sébastien Larose
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Close to Knowlton, at the corner of Tibbits Hill
and Maple Road, visitors will find the Old South
Schoolhouse. Originally built in 1812, the oneroom fieldstone building was restored in 1844 by
the Provincial Association of Protestant School
Teachers and later given to the Brome County
Historical Society, which now manages it.
West Brome is also part of the Town of Brome
Lake and features two buildings worthy of special
note. These are the United Church, built in 1857
for the Methodist congregation (now a concert hall)
and Edwards General Store, which has been in
operation since 1851.

Along the

te
Wine Rou

O

nce in Brome Lake, visitors can head towards
Missisquoi Bay by following the Wine Route. There
are four near the Trail along this side-trip: Cowansville,
Stanbridge East, Bedford and Frelighsburg.

Brome-Missisquoi MRC

Cowansville (near the Trail)
Formerly called Nelsonville after Admiral
Lord Nelson, the British naval commander
whose fleet defeated French and Spanish
warships at the Battle of Trafalgar, the
town was later renamed for two merchant
brothers of Scottish heritage named
Cowan who first settled in the area in the
1830s. Long the county seat of Dunham
Township, Cowansville features several
fine examples of Victorian architecture.
The town grew up around the site of a
water-powered grist mill, traces of which
can still be seen today.
Since its merger with Sweetsburg in
1964, Cowansville has been comprised
of two rather distinct towns. The first has
a rather industrial character while the
second, the home of many professionals,
features the most beautiful examples of
architecture in the merged city. Among The Nesbitt House, Cowansville / Stéphane Lemire
these are the Sweetsburg Court House
of neo-Classical style and built in 1860, and the Bruck House built in 1874 in the
Second Empire style popular in those years. This house was originally a branch of
the Eastern Townships Bank and is the current home of the Bruck Museum.
Visitors can obtain a copy of the city’s heritage tour at the museum. It provides
information on several architectural vestiges of Cowansville’s prosperous years as
well as other facets of history to be disdovered on foot.
Bruck Museum: 225 Principale, Cowansville.
Tel.: 450 263-6101

Also of note, the oldest covered bridge in the MRC is located in Cowansville. The
Freeport Bridge crossing the Yamaska River was built in 1870. It can be found at the
end of Bell Street.

Peter Cowan and the Montreal Fly
Peter Cowan was the creator of the Montreal Fly, a
lure designed for trout fishing still used by anglers. A
stamp was issued by Canada Post to commemorate
this accomplishment and the Cowansville Historical
Society has since made it their logo.

Quakers in the Eastern Townships
Not far from Cowansville, visitors will find the hamlet
of East Farnham, which is linked to the story of
Quakers in Quebec. Pacifists, certain members of this
religious group chose to emigrate rather than take up
arms during the American Revolution. Some of them
traveled north to Canada and settled here, at a site
known as Allen’s Corner, situated on the corner of
Main and Hall streets.
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Townships Trail

Stanbridge East
(near the Trail)
Originally a farming village, Stanbridge East grew into a small pre-industrial centre at
the beginning of the 19th century thanks to the water power in the Pike River (Rivière des
Brochets). Several dams and mills bear witness to this early development.
The Missisquoi Museum is located in the old Cornell Mill, built in 1830 by Zebulon Cornell,
a Loyalist of German descent. The Missisquoi Historical Society, which purchased the
mill in 1964, has since expanded its facitilies by adding two additional buildings; Hodge’s
General Store and the Walbridge Barn, in which various types of farm machinery are on
display. The latter is Quebec’s oldest polygonal barn and the only one with 12 sides
Visitors can tour the village using a guidebook available at the museum. A veritable
outdoor museum, the village has examples of every popular architectural style from 1810
to today.
Missisquoi Museum:
2 River, Stanbridge East.
Tel.: 450 248-3153
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Brome-Missisquoi MRC

Bedford (near the Trail)
The Pike River (Rivière des Brochets) was instrumental in helping Bedford become an
important regional centre. Its five dams and numerous mills on each side of the river
brought prosperity to the town throughout the 19th century. Bedford’s location in the heart
of one of the richest farming regions in the Eastern Townships has also made it a natural
commercial and cultural centre.
A heritage tour has been designed to allow visitors a chance to appreciate the town’s
historic residential neighbourhood and no one should miss this opportunity. A brochure
is available at Bedford City Hall. If there is one element of Bedford’s architectural heritage
that stands out, it is definitely St. James Church. Built in 1832, it
is one of the oldest Anglican churches in the Eastern Townships
and its magnificent stained glass windows alone are worth a
visit.
Bedford City Hall: 1 Principale, Bedford.
Tel.: 450 248-2440

North of Bedford, we come to the hamlet of Mystic.
One of its main points of interest is a rare 12-sided
barn built by a local inventor and manufacturer, the
late Alexander Walbridge. Walbridge also built the
local school and Mystic’s United Church.

Mystic’s Model School / Stéphane Lemire

Farnham, whose role as a railroad transportation hub
equalled that of Richmond, is the last stop on this
sidetrip along the Wine Route.
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Frelighsburg (near the Trail)
Frelighsburg’s charms are undeniable. The village is one of rare beauty and its built
heritage, remarkable in itself, gracefully blends into the surrounding landscape.
The village owes its name to Abraham Freligh, a Loyalist of Dutch descent who settled
here in 1801 close to the mill he purchased. The water power of the Pike River was
sufficient for his son to build a second mill in 1839, the Freligh Mill. Classified as a historic
monument, it is but one example of Frelighsburg’s rich built heritage. Visitors will also
find several well-preserved examples of homes built in the Georgian style so dear to
Americans, as well as several lavish public buildings.

General store, Frelighsburg / Stéphane Lemire

Townships Trail

Among the latter, the Bishop Stewart
Memorial of the Holy Trinity Anglican
Church, built in 1880-1884 in the neo-Gothic
style, particularly appreciated by Anglicans,
deserves special mention. It is exceptional
and emphasizes the influence of the
Reverend Charles James Stewart on the
development of the Eastern Townships. A
missionary, he spent many years surveying
the then-isolated region before becoming
the second Anglican Bishop of the diocese
of Quebec. The church’s interior features
a Warren organ, one of the rare remaining
examples of the craftsmanship of this
influential organbuilder of the second half
of the 19th century.
The Tourist Information Relay, located in
the former Grammar School built in the
mid-19th century, has all the information
you’ll need to fully appreciate Frelighsburg’s
heritage.
Tourist Information Relay:
1 Place de l’Hôtel de Ville,
Frelighsburg.
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From Pigeon Hill, a quiet hamlet with several interesting examples of New England
architecture, the Saint-Armand road leads to Missisquoi Bay where it all began.
The birthplace of settlement in the Eastern Townships, Philipsburg boasts a number of
historic homes that are more than 200 years old. Its United Church, built in 1819 for a
Methodist congregation in the New England-style “meeting houses” tradition, is most likely
the oldest Methodist — and indeed the first Protestant — church in the Townships. The
marble used in its construction came from a nearby quarry which, by 1821, was the basis
of a thriving local industry. Philipsburg marble would later be used in for the décor of the
Parliament buildings in Ottawa and several other public buildings in Canada.

The Fenian Raids
At the end of the American Revolutionary War in 1866, and again in 1870,
Canada was invaded by bands of Irish
Americans who hoped to pressure the
British government to give Ireland its
independence. The Fenians, named after
the Fianna, an ancient Irish tribal militia,
penetrated the Eastern Townships twice
in the Pigeon Hill area. They flew the
Irish flag on Pigeon Hill during their first
attempt, and one of their men, John
Rowe, died there in 1870 at the hands
of the local militia. Rowe is buried on
the Canadian side of the border near
Eccles Hill.
The “Red Sashes” with a Fenian cannon / Missisquoi Historical Society

Brome-Missisquoi MRC
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From Sutton, the Townships Trail meanders through the Pinacle and Sutton
mountains, passing close to the border village of Abercorn, before heading
towards the Missisquoi Valley, gateway to the Memphremagog regional county
municipality (MRC).

Sutton (stop)
Formerly known as Sutton Flats, Sutton is today a trendy vacation destination with many
art galleries and a variety of boutiques.
County seat of the Township of Sutton, which was
granted to a group of 170 Loyalists who were living
on the old Seignieury of Saint-Armand, the village of
Sutton was founded by William Huntingdon who built
his first mills close to the current town hall. As was
often the case, the railroad brought a certain amount
of prosperity to the area. Sutton dairy farmers were
blessed with fertile land and for a while after refrigerated
railcars were introduced, the township was Canada’s
largest butter producer.
Unfortunately, few buildings from this early period
survive, because the town was almost completely
destroyed by fire in 1898. By miracle, according to
many, the Calvary United Church, which the Methodist
community had erected in 1877, and the Olivet Baptist
Church, built between 1845-1861, were spared from
the flames.
In the subsequent reconstruction period, a series of Sutton Town Hall / Stéphane Lemire
very interesting Queen Anne-inspired houses were
built, especially on Pleasant, Academy and Western streets. The town of Sutton has
created a walking heritage tour for visitors. A plan is available at the Sutton Tourist
Welcome Bureau.
The Sutton Communications and History Museum, housed in the former Auberge
Brunswick built in 1847, provides a great introduction to the history of the village and
presents theme-based exhibitions on technology and communications.
Sutton Tourist Welcome Bureau: 24-A, Principale S., Sutton.
Tel.: 450 538-8455 – 1 800 565-8455
Sutton Communications and History Museum: 30A Principale, Sutton.
Tel.: 450 538-3222

9

