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T

he allure of Quebec’s Eastern Townships rests in
great part with the natural lay of the land. Mountainous forests and deep clear lakes fed by lively streams
have drawn sightseers and holiday-goers to the region
for more than 150 years. Old homesteads, farm fields,
orchards and rural villages hold a special Townships
charm that keeps bringing people back.
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Geography has had a profound impact on Eastern Townships history, perhaps more than other
regions of the province. Long before contact with Europeans, Townships waterways yielded
seasonal supplies of fish, furs and meat for native Abenaki people. Difficult to reach from the
St. Lawrence River valley to the north, the territory was largely ignored under the French Regime,
which dispatched but a few rare expeditions to survey timber stocks before the fall of New
France in 1760. After the revolt of the American colonies to the south, even British authorities
chose to leave the land unoccupied, regarding the unbroken wilderness as a buffer between their
new Canadian possessions and the newly independent United States.
It wasn’t until the last decade of
the 18th century that British colonial
administrators finally authorized
settlement, mostly in response to
pressure from American expatriates,
some of whom had stayed loyal
to the Crown during the American
Revolutionary War. The region’s first
permanent inhabitants were New
Englanders who arrived overland
from the south; they would later be
followed by English, Scottish and Irish
settlers from the British Isles. This
blend of cultures around a common
language, English, forged the early Kilborn’s Mill, 1836, Bouchette
character of pioneer communities
and their subsequent growth into towns and cities.
The cultural heritage of the Eastern Townships reflects this settlement
pattern and is unique in Quebec, where French language and culture
predominate. Architecture, religious affiliations, farming traditions
— indeed, ways of life and thinking and doing — differ from the rest
of the province, even though most Townshippers today are of FrenchCanadian ancestry. It’s a land full of contrasts that will surprise and
delight you like no other.
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Townships Trail
Geography also dictated the main pioneer gateways of the Eastern
Townships. To the south, the vast Appalachian plateau gradually drops to
meet the valleys of the northern United States, providing relatively easy
communication between the two countries. However, rivers opened only a
few scarce passages through the mountainous region to the north.
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This guide
American and British influences on the development
of the Eastern Townships form the main theme
of this guide to the Townships Trail. Hence, the
history of the First Nations and French Canadians
will thus be set aside. This also restricts the time
period covered, since English ancestry within this
vast area only dates back to the 19th century.
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This guide
For a long time, the political geography of the Eastern Townships was based on
the township system. Entities known as regional county municipalities, or Municipalités
régionales de comté (MRC) were introduced with new boundaries. These divisions
have determined the practical layout of the guide. Each MRC has been identified with a
sub-theme linked to its specific historical development, although its content has not been
limited to that particular aspect.

Bishop’s University / Stéphane Lemire

Special emphasis has been placed on the built heritage of the Townships, through which
history seems to come alive. Historic homes, one-room schoolhouses, churches of
every denomination, curious old barns and covered bridges are all signs of the Eastern
Townships’ close ancestral ties to Great Britain and the United States.
The aim of this guide will not be not to dwell on every meaningful part of this heritage, but
rather to give readers a broad sense of the history that has helped make this vast Quebec
region what it is today. Production of this guide was carried out in close cooperation with
regional county offices, local history societies and members of the Eastern Townships
Tourism Association, all of whom have helped to blaze the Townships Trail. Their efforts to
research and document local history, and to celebrate the Townships’ cultural heritage with
interpretation panels and visitor brochures, contributed greatly to the project.
Seasoned travellers know the best part of any trip can happen on the road. In a land
as varied and picturesque as the Eastern Townships, stops and points of interest along
the way must be regarded merely as suggestions; visitors will find their own favourite
destinations.

One of the region’s distinctive features: round barns / Sébastien Larose
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Townships Trail

What’s in a name?
The Eastern Townships takes its name from
the British way of distributing colonial land
grants. The township system and the rapid
growth of English-speaking settlements in
the 19th century contributed to the region’s
cultural makeup and distinguished it from
other parts of Quebec that had been colonized under the seigniorial system of the
French Regime.
The concept of parceling the land into
townships originated in England and was
already in wide use in New England at the
time of the American Revolution. Contrary to
the seigniorial system of the French Regime,
it provided colonists with freehold land,
which meant full ownership with no royalties
or statute labour. Among other things, this
conferred the legal right to sell or purchase
property.

En route! / Sébastien Larose
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Robinson Village (Bury), 1871, G. Bompas

Typically, the area of a township covered 10 square miles (17 kilometres),
in contrast to the rectangular shaped seigniorial grants farmed by French
Canadians in the St. Lawrence lowlands. Originally, land in the Townships
was granted to leaders and associates according to the American

What’s in a name?
model. A leader would apply on behalf of himself and a number
of associates who would each be granted 200 acres of land.
The leaders assumed the costs of surveying, road construction,
issuance of titles, etc. and were usually compensated for this with
a portion of the lots granted to the associates. The government
retained one seventh of the area of each township for the Anglican
clergy and one seventh for the Crown.
The system of leaders and associates had its faults and the
remaining lots were distributed through individual grants, public
auctions, and private colonization companies. Nonetheless, the
township system remained the true political base of the Eastern
Townships for many years.

Breakdown by township and MRC
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Adapted from Jean-Pierre Kesteman, Peter Southam & Diane Saint-Pierre,
Histoire des Cantons de l’Est, Québec, PUL, 1998, p. 94.

Townships Trail

A mini architectural guide
Domestic architecture in the Eastern Townships

F

rom the beginning of the 19th century and throughout the Victorian era, the architecture of
homes in the Eastern Townships imitated styles that had been developed in the United States
and Great Britain. Local adaptations gave rise to what historians call a vernacular architectural
style, in which the familiar silhouettes of the builder’s country of origin may be seen, but local
shapes and materials meeting the new environment’s climactic conditions are used.
The first buildings constructed in the Eastern Townships at the beginning of the 19th century
were modelled on those in New England, where most of the first settlers in the territory came
from. Over the course of the 19th century, architecture evolved, with many styles succeeding
or overlapping one another, but few examples of a pure style. Shortly after the first settlements
were established, round or square-log houses were replaced by homes made of wood, brick or
stone.
The neo-classical style appeared in the early decades, followed by the Greek revival. With
the arrival of residents from the British Isles, Georgian inspired and neo-gothic style homes
influenced by the English Picturesque movement began to appear. Next, we find the Second
Empire style, which became very popular as of 1870, followed by a number of new houses that
were Canadian adaptations of Italian villas. Lastly, the prosperity resulting from the arrival of the
railroads and a manufacturing industry in full expansion, gave rise to the English neo-Queen
Anne style. Its influence can be seen in the magnificent post 1880 bourgeois homes scattered
throughout the villages and towns of the Townships.
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Neoclassicism

Greek revival

This style was part of a series of
movements urging a return to classical
styles in the development of architecture
that would meet the needs of an era.
At the beginning of the 19th century,
this style spread through the Eastern
Townships with the arrival of the first
American colonists. Classical elements and
principles were introduced to vernacular
architecture, basically consisting of an
overall symmetry and decorative elements
applied to traditional models. Front doors
often featured flanking windows, and
corner boards seen today suggest that
pilasters were also common. A rectangular
floor plan was adopted for homes, rising
to a floor and a half or two floors, with
sloped roofs with matching symmetrical
façades.

Following the American Revolution,
the architecture of Ancient Greece, the
birthplace of democracy, was regarded
as the appropriate model for the young
republic. Thanks to the publication of
house plans featuring several variations
of Greek revival, this style became very
popular in New England in the 1830s
and 1840s. Hence, it is not surprising
that this style first appeared in Quebec
in the Eastern Townships. Among its
most significant characteristics is that
the façade is often on a gable wall with
a small crown return reminiscent of Greek
temples. The corners of these buildings
and their door and window frames
feature square pilasters, with or without
entablatures. There is at times a porch
with Doric or Ionic columns incorporated.

Crown return
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The loggia house

The Georgian tradition

Some homes feature an upper story
with a loggia, or balcony built on
the gable wall. On the top floor, the
frame of the structure hangs out over
an open-type porch with pillars. This
rural model developed throughout the
19th century is a rare variation of the
American vernacular home. It is found
mainly in the Eastern Townships, in
towns and villages bordering the states
of Vermont and New Hampshire.

These traditionally English style homes
appeared following the 1834 founding of
the British American Land Company, a large
landholding company created to promote
the settlement of British residents in the
Eastern Townships. Exclusive to the well-to-do
bourgeoisie, they are found mainly in towns.
These well-proportioned homes have two and
a half stories, most with a brick exterior, and
feature a hipped roof with integrated chimneys.
The front door is centred on a façade with
symmetrical windows and at times has a
Venetian window featuring original decorative
designs above it. The Uplands heritage home in
the city of Sherbrooke’s Borough of Lennoxville
is a fine example of this type of construction.

Ill. Robert Lemire

Palladian window
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Neo-Gothic
Inspired by the architecture of the middle Ages, the neo-Gothic style differs from the
classicism tradition. It is characterized by irregular shapes, at times steeply pitched roofs,
and an abundance of decorative detailing. Steep gables, often mounted with hip knobs, are
trimmed with finely cut out gingerbread. The Picturesque movement, based on the British
penchant for gardens, made these decorative structures popular in the Eastern Townships.
In the town of Coaticook, there is a house (40 Gérin-Lajoie Street) that is an example of milled
wood ornamentation, which is exceptional in terms of both the delicacy of its work and its
excellent state of preservation. For its part, the town of Richmond boasts a country home
that combines all of the characteristics of the neo-Gothic style of the mid-19th century.
Among the institutional examples of this architectural style
is Bishop’s University, built during the 1840s to train Anglican
clergy as well as providing university education in other domains.
Its university chapel and main building, while extensively
modified over the years, have retained
certain architectural characteristics
inspired by the neo-Gothic movement.
This movement, made popular by the
Anglican Church, promoted a return
to the Gothic style that had prevailed
during the building of churches in the
English countryside during the 13th
century.

Hip
knobs

Townships Trail

The neo-Italian style

The Second Empire style

The influence of this style is found in the
Eastern Townships mainly in the form
of the villa or the country homes of city
people. Drawing its decorative shapes
from Italian Renaissance architecture, this
style spread in the Townships through
American influences, such as books of
house plans inspired by the villas along
the Hudson River, among others. The
architectural vocabulary of this style
featured large and overflowing cornices,
supported by twin-bracketed cornices,
verandas, arched windows, as well as
square towers, belvederes or copulas on
rooftops. Among the most beautiful of
the Italian villas in the Townships is the
Butters house built in 1863 in the Town of
Stanstead by a family who only visited in
the summer.

First developed in France under Napoleon
III in the second half of the 19th century,
this style is a blend of French Renaissance
and classic architecture. Rapidly attracting
interest, it soon crossed borders and
arrived in the United States and Canada.
In the Townships, the influence of the
Second Empire style can be found in the
architecture of bourgeois homes in towns
and villages. It is mainly characterized by
a mansard roof, generally decorated with
dormer windows trimmed with carved
brackets. The style sometimes also
features a central tower and porch. Usually
found in urban settings, this style can be
found in places such as Sherbrooke’s
Old North Ward, Magog, Richmond, and
Danville.
Iron cresting
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The neo-Queen Anne style
The most common architectural characteristic of
this style is its asymmetrical plan, topped with an
irregularly shaped roof. The gables often end in a large
triangular pediment. Among the various architectural
elements found in the neo-Queen Anne house are
towers flanking the body of the building, and grand
verandas and porches. The façade often features a
Palladian inspired-window, and its walls are covered
in decorative shingles at times featuring geometric
designs. Inspired by English vernacular architecture,
the neo-Queen Anne style is mostly found in homes in
fashionable districts of the small towns in the Eastern
Townships, where an Anglo-Saxon bourgeoisie resided
until the end of the 19th century.

Mini Architectural Guide
Industrial built heritage

T

he Eastern Townships’ industrial built heritage, particularly
among the many textile manufacturers in the region during the 19th
century, reflects New England
architecture.
Among the most important
complexes in this industry worth
mentioning is the Paton wool mills
in Sherbrooke, established on the
Magog River in 1866. Its first brick
buildings, with segmented arched
windows dominated by an Italian
tower, are reminiscent of the textile
manufacturers in Biddeford, Saco,
and Lewiston, Maine.

Paton Mill, Sherbrooke Illustrated, 1898

However, the rich industrial heritage of the Eastern Townships includes even older
buildings, including the Ulverton Woolen Mills built in 1850. A wonderful example of
vernacular architecture, the three-storey building is built on a foundation of stone. Covered
in wood shingles, its walls have many small-paned guillotine windows symmetrically set
into the front and sides. Magnificently restored, the Ulverton Woolen Mills is now a textile
interpretation centre.
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Ulverton Woolen Mills

The use of brick as the main material for covering industrial buildings was not limited to the
textile industry. The explosives factory (also known as the black powder mill) built in Windsor in
1864, although more modest, bears witness to the same esthetic detail in the use of brick and
in certain architectural details.
In the contemporary period, industrial buildings no longer resembled those built in the 19th century.
Their appearance changed due to the introduction of new construction methods and materials.

Townships Trail
Architectural characteristics of non-Catholic churches
in the Eastern Townships

F

or the purposes of this guide, we have chosen examples from rural churches built
mostly in the mid-19th century since these feature characteristics unique to the Eastern
Townships. Later churches, such as those in urban settings, are less typical of the region
as similar buildings can be found throughout Quebec.

The Anglican Church
The constitutional act of 1791 established the Anglican Church
as the state church. It was accorded special privileges, including
ownership of one-seventh of the land in each township. These
lands were identified by the English-speaking community as
Clergy Reserves.
The Anglican Church is very similar to the Catholic Church,
although there are important differences. However, Anglicans and
Catholics share the same beliefs with regard to their places of
worship: the church is the house of God.
In general, Anglican churches found in rural settings are of neoGothic style in vernacular versions, most with a wood exterior. Among the main architectural
characteristics of the neo-Gothic style in churches are: pointed arched windows, a belfry
topped by a spire, often a tower in the front or on the side, and sometimes the use of
vertical wainscoting with joint covers or buttresses that accentuate the verticalness of the
temple, seemingly bringing it closer to God.
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Inside, the vaulted ceiling is usually in the shape of an equilateral arch and is framed with
dark wood. The use of stained glass in windows is fairly common.
Among the most interesting Anglican churches in the Townships are:
• St. James, 1829, Hatley (p. 11). The oldest Anglican Church in the Townships, it is
characterized by a delightful blend of neoclassicism and neo-Gothic styles. The church is
located in the heart of Hatley, next to a former academy. It is one of the rare villages in the
region to have preserved a village green, or Commons, once very popular in New England
villages.
• St. Paul’s, 1851-54, Marbleton. This church is the creation of a distinguished individual, the
Reverend Thomas Shaw Chapman, known for his talents in architecture and construction.
St. Paul’s is a most original vernacular version of the neo-Gothic style. Its very simple
exterior is covered in vertical wainscoting with joint covers, which is a regional characteristic
developed by Chapman.
• Church of the Epiphany, 1889, Way’s Mills (p. 39). With its central tower whose vertical
pitch is accentuated by triangular buttresses, this church illustrates the symbolism of the
architectural vocabulary that characterizes the neo-Gothic style.
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The “evangelist” churches
These churches, among the first to be established in the
Townships, adopted a neoclassicism style in its vernacular
form. They are generally built with a minimum of classic
vocabulary: rectangular plan, angled pillars, simple windows.
The belfry, when there is one, is simple and small. The church’s
interior is dark, and the ceiling is usually flat. In a number
of these churches, the relationship between religion and
architecture is often difficult to establish.
In the spirit of these evangelical churches, parishioners carry
God within their hearts and when they leave church, they carry his presence with them.
There is nothing sacrilegious about using these buildings, more like large houses than
churches, for community needs. When they are not used as a place to preach and pray,
these churches become “meeting houses,” or “mitaines” as coined by Catholic FrenchCanadians.
• Baptist Church, 1837, Barnston. This is the quintessential Meeting House. Neoclassic
architecture, simple windows, unadorned interior, in short, a large dwelling very similar to
those built by the first American colonists but only larger.
• Universalist Church, 1845, Huntingville, now Waterville (p. 37). This church is the oldest
Universalist church built in Canada. Closed for services since 1945, it is once again open
thanks to the efforts of a local group of residents in the region who are working to re-establish
its original vocation as a church.
• United Church, 1860, Cookshire,
originally a Methodist Church.
In spite of its monumentality,
this building features the most
important of the essential classical
vernacular vocabulary elements
that prevailed in the building of
meeting houses.
• Union Church, 1861, Massawippi.
Built during the era of railroad
expansion in the Townships, this
church was attended by labourers
of various denominations who
worked in the region during that
period.

St. James Anglican Church, Hatley / Stéphane Lemire
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