T

hat part of the Eastern Townships comprising the regional
county municipalities (MRCs) of Val-Saint-François, Des Sources,
Haut-Saint-François and Sherbrooke was shaped in large part by
immigration from the British Isles. Over a period of 50 years, Irish,
Scottish and English colonists came by the boatload to the Port of
Quebec, with many pushing southward into the Townships, following
the contours of the St. Francis River valley basin.
Their presence began to be felt near the end of the Napoleonic
Wars when British authorities began encouraging veteran soldiers
and officers to settle abroad in the empire’s overseas colonies.
Many chose to settle along the Craig’s Road in the townships of
Leeds, Ireland, Inverness and Drummond, while others headed for
Sherbrooke and Richmond, where they joined small settlements of
American colonists whom they initially held in low regard.
Prior to the 1830s and the formation of the British American Land
Company, the Townships remained largely unpopulated. The
colonization company opened roads and vigorously promoted
settlement in the region, especially among Scottish and Irish
families who’d come to Canada fleeing famine and hardship in their
home countries. Between 1835 and 1838, several hundred British
immigrants accepted the offer of 50 acres of land took their chances
at starting a new life.
The 1837-1838 Rebellions temporarily halted British immigration
but it was revived by industrializing forces that began in the early
1850s. The hydraulic power of the St. Francis River, coupled with
the coming of the railways, permitted industrial growth on a scale
unrivalled elsewhere in the Townships. These industries, in turn,
required specialized workers who were brought in mainly from Great
Britain: Englishmen for slate mining and Scots to work in the paper
and textile mills. As for the Irish, they made up the bulk of the labour
force, accounting for the better part of all British immigration during
this period.
The considerable financial capital that supported this development
was also of British origin and contributed through these prosperous
years to the emergence of elites who identified strongly with Great
Britain. The founding of Bishop’s University, an enclave of polite
society, was an affirmation of this elite’s dominant status.

This British presence left tangible traces in the Eastern Townships
that the massive influx of French Canadians, beginning in the second
half of the 19th century, somewhat weakened, but which remain very
much a living part of the region’s cultural heritage.
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Des Sources MRC
DES SOURCES MRC
Some of the old townships in the Des Sources regional county municipality were among
the first to be cleared by French-Canadian settlers. The newcomers established their
homesteads on the fringes of older English-speaking settlements. This settlement
pattern was a distinctive trait of early French-Canadian pioneer life in the region.
Whereas the townships located in the St. Francis valley were colonized early on by
American, then British, settlers, it was a different story in Wotton and St. Camille. It
wasn’t until the 1840s that the first wave of French-Canadian migration to the Townships
brought these lands under the plow. This isn’t surprising, since the Roman Catholic
clergy was initially opposed to this migration, as were British authorities and the private
colonization companies who hoped to preserve the region’s English and Protestant
character.
However a population boom was putting pressure
on the old French seigneuries of the St. Lawrence
valley. In the 1840s the pro-blem reached crisis
proportions, resulting in a mass exodus of FrenchCanadians bound for jobs in New England
factories. Alarmed by the loss that such migration
would eventually mean for Canada’s Frenchspeaking Catholic heritage, clerical leaders
mounted a concerted effort to put down roots in
Eastern Townships soil.
With government support, the Church founded
its own colonization society in 1848. The
Association pour l’établissement des Canadiens
français dans les townships du Canada (Association
for the establishment of French-Canadians in
Canada’s townships) had branches in Montreal
and Quebec City. The Montreal branch eyed the
townships of Roxton, Ely, Stukely and Orford,
while the Quebec City group concentrated
on the northeastern part of the territory,
particularly the dense forest lands of the upper
St. Francis River valley.

1

Musée de la souvenance, Saint-Camille / Stéphane Lemire

The plan was simple. The government offered 50 acres of free land to anyone who
asked, and promised to build access roads to facilitate settlement. The Montreal branch
of the colonization society did fairly well, but the one in Quebec City faced considerable
difficulty. The acreages offered were generally of little value and difficult to reach. A road
was built from Craig Road that went through the townships of Wotton and St. Camille
and met up with Gosford Road in the Haut-Saint-François region, but few colonists were
willing to travel so far. Most chose to settle on more accessible land with better soil.
It was not until the 1870s and the major industrial growth of those years that Frenchspeaking communities would really start to assert themselves throughout the entire
Eastern Townships.
The Des Sources MRC bears the traces of the three successive waves of colonization
that marked the creation of the Eastern Townships: the Americans, the British and the
French-Canadians. In this sense, it was an interesting blend reflected by surprising
cultural diversity during the early years of settlement.

T

hree stops in the Des Sources MRC are highly recommended:
Danville, Asbestos and St. Camille, with something to satisfy each and
everyone’s curiosity.

Townships Trail

Danville (stop)
In the heart of historic Shipton Township, Danville is
among the most beautiful villages in southern Quebec.
Its built heritage is exceptional and it can boast a
number of colourful characters among its native sons.
Among these are Mack Sennett, a famous Hollywood
movie producer, and Daniel Johnson, premier of
Quebec from 1966 to 1968.
Danville was named for a village in Vermont, home of
its first pioneers. Their main interest in the site was the
hydraulic potential of nearby Nicolet River.
Initially isolated, Danville benefited from the opening of
Craig Road in 1811, which provided it with a certain
advantage in the region. However, its development
remained relatively slow until the construction of
the Quebec & Richmond Railroad, which merged with
the Grand Trunk in 1855. Then, development picked
up speed and buildings were erected reflecting
Danville’s importance as the township’s economic and
commercial centre.
A fire destroyed a large part of the village in 1882, The Burbank house, Danville / Robert Lemire
obliterating many remnants of these pioneering days.
What survived is unquestionably noteworthy, as are the elements built after the fire. Danville
has created three walking tours that help visitors explore this built heritage, covering about
60 buildings of interest including several beautiful loggia-style houses. A map of these
walking tours can be picked up at the Tourist Information Bureau.
Des Sources Tourist Information Bureau:
12 Route 116 W., Danville. Tel.: 819 839-2911 - 1 888 839-2911
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Des Sources MRC
Craig Road
When Sir James Craig, a veteran of the
American and Napoleanic wars, began to build
a road towards the Eastern Townships, his
goal was to ensure British dominance over a
territory that was already settled by Americans
for whom he had nothing but disdain.
Cleared by soliders stationed in Quebec City,
Craig Road was a remarkable achievement
for its time. It stretched over 75 miles, from
Lévis to Shipton Township, and required 120
bridges.
However, the rugged terrain quickly rendered
the road, which was opened in 1811, unusable.
Excepting for a few Scottish families who
settled to the east, in the townships of Leeds,
Inverness and Halifax, the main goal of the road
was never achieved. Between the townships
of Ireland and Shipton, only two families ever
came to build their homesteads.
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The original Craig Road pretty roughly follows
the trajectory of the today’s Route 116, going
from St. Agapit to Richmond by way of
Lyster, Plessisville, Victoriaville, Warwick and
Danville.
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Several points of interest can be found close to Danville. The Centre
d’interprétation de la nature de l’Étang Burbank (Burbank Pond nature
interpretation centre) provides a delightful reason to linger. Denison’s Mills,
located a few kilometres south of Danville near Route 116, features several
heritage homes, an Anglican church, and of particular interest, a magnificent
flour mill built by the Denison family in the 1850s.
Centre d’interprétation de la nature de l’Étang Burbank:
150 Water, Danville. Tel.: 819 839-2562

A paradise for wild waterfowl at Burbank Pond / Sylvain Laroche

Townships Trail

Asbestos (stop)
Many will remember the role the 1949 Asbestos strike at the Jeffrey Mine played in the
history of the labour movement. It united the opposition against the Duplessis regime and
enabled Pierre Elliott Trudeau and Jean Marchand to take their first steps into politics.
A lesser known fact is that during the second half of the 19th century, the Eastern
Townships had one of the most developed mining sectors in Quebec and asbestos was
then considered to be the mineral of the future.
Its massive mining led to the creation of towns
completely dependent on the industry and
Asbestos is the ultimate example.
Discovered in 1879, asbestos-mining began
here in 1881. With a diameter of 2 kilometres,
a surface area of 6 square kilometres, and
a depth of 350 metres, it remains to this day
one of the largest open-pit mines in the world.
An observation site with a full view of the mine
allows visitors to appreciate the magnitude
of this cavity, and a museum, the Vitrine
minéralogique describes the mineral and its
uses. The museum is located just steps from
the Asbestos municipal library.
Vitrine minéralogique:
341 Saint-Luc Blvd., Asbestos.
Tel.: 819 879-6444

It is unfortunate that the oldest part of the
town of Asbestos no longer exists. Built along
a vein of asbestos, an expansion of the mine
led to its destruction.
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Asbestos Mine / Stéphane Lemire

From Asbestos to Saint-Camille,
the Townships Trail leads through
beautiful rolling farmland that was
first cleared and settled by FrenchCanadians; the distinct agricultural
heritage of these old communities is
a striking feature of the surrounding
landscape.
The Township of Wotton was one of
the first townships to entirely settled
by a French-speaking, Catholic
population. Established in 1849, it is
the cradle of the French-Canadian
presence in the Townships.

The school known as École no 2, circa 1904, Histoire de Wotton,
Maurice O’Bready, 1949

The village of Wotton is where Maurice O’Bready, founder of the Université
de Sherbrooke was born. It is also the economic centre of this proud
rural region. Wotton’s most prominent heritage buildings clearly reflect the
community’s Roman Catholic origins. The Saint-Hyppolyte church, built in
1902-1903, and the rectory, with its mansard Second-Empire style roof,
dating to 1884, are especially remarkable.

Des Sources MRC

Geese in flight at Saint-Camille / Sylvain Laroche

Saint-Camille (stop)
One of the earliest French-Canadian villages in the Eastern Townships, Saint-Camille
is a charming hamlet much talked about today. Innovative community initiatives have
made Saint-Camille a leader in the field of sustainable agriculture. And farsighted locals
have strived successfully to save many of the community’s historic buildings, which are
a delight to behold.
The first inhabitants settled here in 1848. But more than 30 years would pass before the
community could afford to build a church. The Saint-Camille church, built in 1880-1881,
is an interesting example of Catholic religious architecture in the Eastern Townships.
Built of red brick, a material normally associated with English architectural heritage in
the region, it is a type of hybrid construction also found in the loggia house in the heart
of the village, now operating as a corner store.
Established in a former general store built at the end of the 19th century, the P’tit Bonheur
de Saint-Camille today functions as a lively local cultural centre. Live music performances
and art shows have been presented here for more than 20 years.
P’tit Bonheur de Saint-Camille: 162 Miquelon, Saint-Camille.
Tel.: 819 828-2664
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