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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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Today, the greater Sherbrooke
area covers a large part of Orford
and Ascot townships. The city
of Sherbrooke, has guided the
destiny of the Eastern Townships
for close to 150 years, and is where
most of the region’s financial,
commercial, industrial, political
and educational institutions can
be found today. A massive influx
of French-Canadians starting
about the middle of the 19th
century, forever changed the
demographic makeup of the city,
but did not substantially alter its
outward British character, which
is still very visible to this day.

Sleepy Hollow, Sherbrooke, Qc, Cornelius Krieghoff, circa 1855, McCord Museum

Initially populated by colonists from the northeastern United States, the greater Sherbrooke
region received an influx of immigrants from the British Isles early in its history. In fact,
immediately following the Napoleonic wars, the region of Grandes-Fourches welcomed
officers from the English army, encouraged by their home country to settle its lands.
Contrary to the majority of Americans who settled in the region, many of the British
behaved like true aristocrats and had nothing but contempt for their predecessors. People
like William B. Felton…
The creation of the District of St. Francis and the arrival of the British American Land
Company in the mid 1830s accelerated the gentrification process. British officers took
William B. Felton
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William B. Felton was born in Gloucester, England in 1782. An officer in the British
navy, he quickly became the richest and most influential man in the townships
of Ascot and Orford, where he took over more than 10,400 hectares of good
land. Settling in 1816 on a vast domain he called Belvidere, Felton set out to
raise horses and cows, an activity
befitting his rank.
As member of the Legislative
Council, he promoted the creation
of the District of St. Francis and
turned Sherbrooke into an important
administrative centre, which had
the effect of increasing the value of
his land, comprising practically the
entire Old North Ward. For a time,
almost all functions related to the
courts were in the hands of Felton’s
close relatives or members of the
local British elite.
Felton died in disgrace in 1837
following a parliamentary inquest
that uncovered several cases of
embezzlement.
Head office of the Eastern Townships Bank, circa 1900 (today the Sherbrooke Fine
Arts Museum)

Townships Trail
over all government institutions, raising
the ire of independent farmers of Amercian
descent who felt excluded from the political
process. The arrival of the railway and large
amounts of capital, almost exclusively
British, reinforced this centralizing and
hierarchical tendency that was at odds with
American values.
Lennoxville was part of this evolution.
Bishop’s University, established in the mid
19th century, became not only the guardian
of Anglicanism, the esteemed state religion,
but also the vehicle of British authority.
Bishop’s University, watercolour, 1865, W. Hatton

T

here are three Townships Trail stops in the Sherbrooke MRC — in the city of Sherbrooke
and the boroughs of Lennoxville and Brompton. They represent the three central areas of this
gentrification that marked the development of the region.

Sherbrooke (stop)
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Called “Big Forks” in the
Abenaki language, and later
named Hyatt’s Mills after Loyalist
settler Gilbert Hyatt, builder of
the first mills here, Sherbrooke
acquired its current name in
1818 in honour of Canada’s ninth
Governor General, John Coape
Sherbrooke.
A hamlet with only about a dozen Bridge at Sherbooke, 1842, W.H. Bartlett
families in its pioneer days, the
creation of the District of St. Francis in 1823 saw Sherbrooke grow rapidly into a regional
administrative centre. After the British American Land Company set up offices here in the
second half of the 1830s the growth
accelerated. The BALC harnessed the
water-power of the Magog River gorge,
establishing the region’s first fullyautomated woolen mill, a towering threestorey structure.
The arrival of the railway in 1852
further accelerated development of
local manufacturing industries enabling
Sherbrooke to strengthen its dominant
position in the region. The textile industry
would soon become a leading economic
driver, thanks to the Sherbrooke Cotton
Factory and later, Paton Mills, one of
the largest woolen mills in the entire
country.
Parc du Domaine-Howard, Sherbrooke / Louise Gauvin

Sherbrooke MRC
This industrial growth quickly diversified,
attracting mill workers, entrepreneurs and
various professionals whose presence
turned Sherbrooke into a vibrant regional
metropolis. In its heyday, five different
railroad companies serviced the city, and the
town’s prosperity was for unrivalled for years
in Quebec.
Traces of Sherbrooke’s golden age may
still be admired. Old Sherbrooke has a rich
and varied architectural heritage. Historic
Wellington Street, in the heart of the old
commercial district, features a number of
interesting heritage buildings. The city’s
proud industrial past has not been forgotten
either; the former Paton mill, now serving
as a prominent commercial and residential
complex, still stands overlooking the Magog
River.
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Alexander Galt
Few people had as much influence on the development of Sherbrooke as did Alexander
Galt. Of Scottish origin, Galt was employed by the BALC and became its secretary in 1843.
From the beginning, he took much interest in the economic and political development of
his adopted home. In part responsible for bringing the St. Lawrence & Atlantic Railway
(later called the Grand Trunk) through Sherbrooke, Galt also actively participated in
Canadian politics and became the country’s Minister of Finance in 1858. He was one of
the Fathers of Canadian Confederation in 1867. A monument in his memory was erected
in 1978. It stands in what was once called Portland Square, at the intersection of Queen
and Portland streets.
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Townships Trail

Bicentennial mural (M.u.r.i.r.s) / Destination Sherbrooke
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The City of Sherbrooke offers a number of heritage walking trails, for which guided tours
may be arranged. Maps are available at the Société d’histoire de Sherbrooke housed
in a former post office in the city’s historic district. The building, which dates to 1885,
is an outstanding example of the Second Empire architecture that is found throughout
the city. The historical society mounts regular exhibits telling about Sherbrooke and its
development. A visit here is the perfect way to start exploring the city’s heritage. Admire
the rich architecture of the beautiful homes built in earlier times and get a sense of those
who built the City of Sherbrooke on the old North Ward walking tour, accompanied by an
MP3 player and with map in hand. This memorable 3-km stroll into the past lasts about an
hour and 30 minutes.
Following the self-guided “Mémoire vive” circuit with an iPad tablet will enhance your tour
of the downtown fresco murals, with historical anecdotes and including an archeological
tour of the Nature and Science Museum. This tour can be taken on foot, by bike, or by
car.
Société d’histoire de Sherbrooke: 275 Dufferin, Sherbrooke. Tel.: 819 821-5406

Sherbrooke’s historical society is located just steps from the Magog River Gorge and the
city’s historic downtown. In the nearby Plateau Marquette district the St. Michel Basilica is
a prominent landmark, alongside two venerable schools. The North Ward with its fine old
homes is just a few minutes’ walk away.

St. Mark’s Chapel, Bishop’s University / Stéphane Lemire

MRC de Sherbrooke

Sherbrooke (Borough of Lennoxville) (stop)
Called “Little Forks” in the Abenaki language, the junction of the Massawippi and
St. Francis rivers was a traditional stopping place for the region’s First Nations inhabitants,
since time immemorial. Today Lennoxville’s bilingual community proudly maintains
its Anglo-Saxon heritage, including a small university with a very British architecture
befitting its history.
Initially known as Bishop’s College, Bishop’s University
was founded by Anglican Minister George Jehoshaphat
Mountain and the Reverend Lucius Doolitle in 1843. It was
decreed a university in 1853. Its primary objective was to
train Anglican pastors and offer a liberal education to the
gentry of the Eastern Townships. Its unspoken goal was to
fight the republican ideas and egalitarian principles of the
American population established along the border.
Bishop’s University and its St. Mark’s Chapel with their
Tea time, Uplands Cultural and Heritage Centre
Gothic flourishes may be the most striking examples of
Lennoxville’s architectural heritage, but the community also boasts other remarkable
historic buildings and has created a self-guided walking tour that leads to more than
30 of them.
This tour begins at the Uplands Cultural and Heritage Centre. Located in a magnificent
neo-Georgian residence built in 1862, Uplands is both a tea room and museum where
visitors can find more about Lennoxville’s past.
Uplands Cultural and Heritage Centre: 9 Speid, Sherbrooke (Borough of Lennoxville).
Tel.: 819 564-0409
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Sherbrooke (Borough of Brompton) (stop near the Trail)
Closely linked to the ups and downs of the wood-processing industry, the development
of this part of the country began in 1854 with the Clarke sawmill. While the closing of
the mill in 1893 was a severe blow to the community, it also opened the door to local
entrepreneurship.
Among the builders was Edmund W. Tobin, one of the
key promoters of the Brompton Pulp and Paper Company
plant, who, in 1906, launched the Brompton Lumber and
Manufacturing Company. As was the case for every community
based on the wood industry, Bromptonville was not spared
during the economic crisis of 1929. However, since 1950, the
year the Kruger Company took over the pulp and paper plant,
the municipality’s growth has been remarkable.
Located on the shores of the St. Francis River, in Parc de la
Rive, Brompton’s cultural centre, the Maison des arts et de la
culture, features architecture inspired by the former railroad Maison des arts et de la culture de Brompton
station and interpretation panels paying tribute to the rich history of this heritage site.
Throughout the year, visual arts exhibits and cultural activities form part of an entertaining
program. A paradise for walkers and cyclists, the outdoor site periodically features a tour
of its Jardins réinventés, theme-based gardens that impress visitors with their originality.
Maison des arts et de la culture de Brompton: 1 Wilfrid-Laurier, Sherbrooke
(Borough of Brompton). Tel.: 819-846-1122

For a panoramic view of the area, visit the Sacré-Cœur de Beauvoir sanctuary, a pilgrimage
site whose historic stone chapel dates back to 1920. Below the sanctuary is the Halte des
Pèlerins, a vineyard offering tastings and guided tours in a fabulous setting.

