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Approximately one million French Canadians left Canada for the United States from the midnineteenth through the early twentieth centuries, nearly three-quarters of them (720,000) from 1870 to
1930. 1 This exodus of one in three Quebec residents forever reshaped the landscape both of rural Quebec
and of the U.S. cities to which these migrants flocked. Many of them went to New England, where jobs
were far more numerous in the northeast’s growing industrial centers than in Quebec. Once in New
England, the migrants faced challenges familiar to immigrant communities throughout U.S. history, many
of which involved whether and how much to adopt the ways of their new home, and how to do so without
losing their heritage.
Canada, like Mexico, occupies a unique place in immigration history during this era, in that the
proximity of “home” narrows the geographic – and, I would argue, the mental – gulf between homeland
and destination. That news, money, and individuals flowed freely between Quebec and New England,
thanks to relatively inexpensive train travel that took hours instead of days or weeks, made possible a
degree of maintenance of home-based ties that was much more difficult for overseas migrants during this
period. Yet Canada’s role in U.S. immigration during this era remains largely ignored by scholars of
international migration and is little known in the narratives of immigration history. My essay seeks to
bridge this gap, by considering the ways in which the proximity of “home” influenced the ways in which
French Canadian working men navigated the processes of adopting an “American” identity, and/or
maintaining and nurturing an identity as “French Canadian” in American society.
With only a few exceptions, scholars have offered little insight into the thoughts and experiences
of working-class quebecois migrants. Gary Gerstle’s well-known study of Woonsocket, Rhode Island,
focuses on migrant working men faced in a unionized city, a notable exception for a migrant group that
generally avoided any association with organized labor. 2 Likewise, the work of Yves Roby, much of
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which has only been available in French until quite recently, pays little attention to the experiences of
working-class men. 3 Yet if we are going to understand the full range of this migrant group’s experiences,
we need to find ways to test the conclusions these scholars have drawn to see if the experience of the
average working-class canadien migrant was comparable. Those trying to study this population face
considerable challenges. Working-class quebecois migrant men left few records of their existence; for
example, it is community leaders whose voices tend to dominate the migrant press, and thus existing
scholarship. This essay offers a preliminary attempt to add the experiences of working-class migrant men
back into this conversation – here, by focusing primarily on heads of household, whom the migrants
referred to as hommes de famille or “family men.”
One of the major themes that dominates the extant scholarship on French Canadian migrants to
the United States is the persistence of a French Canadian identity and allegiance to Quebec. Even as
migrants became naturalized American citizens, and later produced offspring who were U.S. citizens by
birth, they retained a keen attachment to their homeland and a notable detachment from the rest of
American society; this cultural insularity remained intact until the post-World War II era. 4 Quebec’s
proximity certainly played a crucial role in this cultural persistence, which French Canadians on both
sides of the border referred to as survivance – that is, survival of their French language, Catholic religious
beliefs, and French Canadian cultural values, or langue, foi, et mœurs.
French Canadians had a distinct advantage over transoceanic migrants during this era, when it
came to maintaining the intensely close ties to their homeland that have characterized more recent waves
of “transnational” international migrants. 5 Even as early as the 1880s – long before such modern
technologies as telephones, airplanes, faxes, and the internet made it easier for immigrants to stay in touch
with “home” – French Canadians could send out letters or money first thing in the morning knowing that
they would arrive in Montreal or Quebec City the same evening. Newspapers and periodicals from
Quebec City reached migrant communities just as quickly. Likewise, a trip “home” for these migrants
was inexpensive and took a matter of hours on a train, rather than weeks of travel on an ocean liner. 6 As
a result, many French Canadian migrants and their descendants did make annual pilgrimages back to
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Quebec, to visit with friends and extended family, well into the twentieth century; these visits certainly
helped to nurture an ongoing sense of connection with the homeland. 7 Moreover, the nearness of “home”
made it possible for more prominent emigrant families to send their children back to Quebec for their
secondary education, which reinforced the emigrant elites’ connections to Quebec while ensuring that
their American-born offspring developed similar attachments. 8
For the working-class majority of male migrants, though, the nearness of “home” functioned
somewhat differently. Home’s proximity was less a source of cultural renewal, and more a very real
place to which one might hope to return someday, or retreat if things in New England did not work out as
planned. As this reality suggests, a number of practical matters influenced whether working-class
immigrant men developed a sustained attachment to their new lives in the United States, and the extent to
which they continued to see Quebec as their true “home” in a very real sense. Among the factors this
essay explores are the characteristics of men’s initial migration to the United States, the economic
opportunities that awaited them, and the implications these opportunities had for the overall shape and
structure of the local community.
First, several key changes over time in who migrated, and the circumstances they faced in the
migration process, had a direct bearing on whether emigrants were more likely to develop lasting ties to
the United States, or remain forever attached to their homeland in Quebec. In the late nineteenth century,
many migrant men came with their families, in response to short-term economic crises in Quebec. The
male heads of these working-class households envisioned a temporary stay in the U.S. that would enable
them to amass the cash they needed to pay off debts back home; although some later decided to stay in the
United States, permanent resettlement was not their initial goal. 9 The autobiography of illiterate French
Canadian habitant Félix Albert, as dictated to his parish priest in New England, describes a pattern of
back-and-forth migration between the two countries that census records confirm. 10 In the 1900 U.S.
census manuscript returns, larger families evidence a pattern of children born in Quebec alternating with
those born in various New England states, indicating that the family moved back and forth several times
between the two regions over the course of several years or decades. 11 For these individuals, ties to the
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Quebec homeland clearly remained strong, whereas any allegiance they developed to the United States
over the years had to compete with the ongoing pull of Quebec that kept drawing them back.
In contrast to many migrants in the late nineteenth century, those who arrived in the early decades
of the twentieth century were often more predisposed to stay in the United States from the moment they
left home. Although return migrants outnumbered émigrés from Quebec in the first two decades of the
twentieth century, a renewed surge of outward migration in the 1920s was notably different from earlier
waves in that these émigrés were more likely to be young, single, and in search of a new life and a fresh
start. This shift in motives had begun to emerge as early as the 1890s, when Quebecois emigrants
increasingly began to view relocation to the United States as a long-term solution, rather than a short-term
fix, to their economic situation. 12 As one newspaper editorial asserted in 1891, “The habitants of Quebec
are abandoning their province of birth in great numbers because their chances of creating a future for
themselves are greater in the United States than in their homeland…Most of these immigrants are coming
here to establish themselves here permanently.” 13 A 1920 article advocating naturalization put it more
bluntly, and more unequivocally: “Having left our country without hope of return, we cannot remain
isolated, without family or homeland” (emphasis added). 14
The bleak and hopeless futures they envisioned for themselves if they stayed in Quebec is what
most seems to have set many of the post-1900 migrants apart from their nineteenth-century counterparts.
No longer did working-class men (and women) hope to save enough money from their U.S. sojourn to be
able to resume lives in the homeland they loved, on the land they called theirs. In contrast, as historian
Bruno Ramirez has written, for young immigrant men like Bruno Noury, “[H]is small village of Manseau,
Quebec, offered so little opportunity that the scene of young people saying farewell to their dear ones had
become a familiar one.” It was “lack of work,” plain and simple, that made Noury’s decision to leave
Quebec in 1921 “an easy one.” In describing his own departure, Noury, who noted that going to the U.S.
was the option that most of his village’s unemployed youth chose, recalled that “those who couldn’t leave
would tell us, ‘lucky you, lucky you.’” 15 Like many other migrants at the time, Noury realized that a life
on the land in Quebec held no future for him; as a result, he and many other young single migrants in the
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early 1900s were convinced from the start that life in les états held more options for them. This
perspective on their departure meant that from the start, such migrants were more likely to affiliate
themselves with their new lives in the U.S. than look back to what they had left behind in Quebec. At the
same time, the existence by the early 20th century of well-developed community infrastructures in New
England helped to integrate them to life in the United States, thereby mitigating the sense of alienation
that had driven some earlier migrants back home. 16
Although the circumstances surrounding a man’s departure from Quebec thus helped to influence
his thoughts on les états when he arrived, the circumstances he found upon arrival also helped to
determine how likely he was to develop strong attachments for his new home, or keep his sights firmly
fixed on the land he’d left behind. In my larger research project on the evolution of identity among
French Canadian migrants in New England, I have focused in particular upon Lewiston, Maine, and
Worcester, Massachusetts, because the differing economic circumstances of these destination cities had a
major impact on the processes of identity formation for the immigrants in each location. This is
especially clear when comparing census returns for the two cities, although extant oral histories such as
Bruno Noury’s testimony, above, offer additional evidence to support the trends that emerge from census
data. 17
Lewiston was typical of the destination of many Quebecois migrants, in that it was a textile-mill
town whose economy revolved around cloth production and related industries. Such cities were popular
destinations for French Canadian migrants from the 1870s on because they were always in need of mill
workers, and most mill jobs did not require the skills, literacy, or English that many rural Quebecois
migrants lacked. 18 But while mill towns were a good way to make a quick buck, the textile economy
favored certain workers over others. Because mill owners had long known that they could hire women or
children for many mill jobs, and get away with paying them less than they’d pay an adult male, these
destinations provided a less friendly work environment for working-class men. Not only were there fewer
jobs available for adult men across the board, but those jobs that were available were often less secure and
paid less than was true in other cities, because the local reliance on underpaid female and child labor
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tended to depress men’s wages and curtail their work options across the board. 19
In contrast, Worcester was a somewhat atypical destination for French Canadian migrants, in that
its industrialized economy was far more diversified and less dependent upon a single industry. Like
Fitchburg, Massachusetts and other “atypical” destinations that attracted large numbers of French
Canadian migrants, Worcester had fewer employment options for women and children, but far more
decent-paying jobs available to unskilled French Canadian men. Although women and children still
worked in Worcester’s garment and textile factories, their rates of employment were far below those of
their counterparts in other New England cities. 20 Moreover, the predominance of small-scale businesses,
locally funded and representing a wide range of industries, increased competition for workers while
adding stability to the overall employment landscape. Thus job opportunities tended to be more stable,
wages were often higher, and the prospects for improving one’s lot in life were overall more promising
for working-class Quebecois men in cities like Worcester than they were in textile-mill centers. 21
Census data suggests that Worcester’s better job opportunities and higher wages may indeed have
led to higher rates of naturalization for French Canadian migrants, especially among the working classes.
In comparing naturalization rates for Quebec-born male heads of household in the Lewiston 1900 census
to those for their counterparts in Worcester, rates of naturalization were higher in Lewiston for virtually
all occupational categories (Tables 1-2). In Lewiston in 1900, fewer than 50% of French Canadian-born
male heads of household had applied for naturalization (47.3%); figures were particularly low among
farmers, day laborers, and men without occupations, although they were also below 50% for factory
operatives. 22 In contrast, over half of Worcester men (53.9%) either had become U.S. citizens or were in
the process of doing so. In addition to the fact Worcester contained far fewer unemployed men and day
laborers – an occupational category known for its instability and poor wages – naturalization rates were
noticeably higher among day laborers, factory operatives, and unemployed men in Worcester. Although
working-class men in the service industries (as well as skilled craftsmen) had slightly lower naturalization
rates in Worcester, rates of naturalization for these groups still remained well above 50%. 23
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Table 1. Naturalization Status of Quebec-Born Male Heads of Household, Lewiston, 1900, by
occupational category
Not naturalized as a US
Naturalized as a US
citizen (includes
citizen, or has taken out
unknown/blank responses) initial papers to naturalize
Occupational Category
N
%
N
%
Professsional/Technical
3
15.0%
17
85.0%
Farmer
9
64.3%
5
35.7%
Managers/Officials/Proprietors
20
39.2%
31
60.8%
Clerical and Kindred Agents
3
33.3%
6
66.7%
Sales Workers
12
28.6%
30
71.4%
Skilled Craftsmen
99
42.5%
134
57.5%
Operatives
253
54.2%
214
45.8%
Service Workers
21
35.0%
39
65.0%
Laborers
200
67.1%
98
32.9%
Non-occupational response
37
69.8%
16
30.2%
Total
657
52.7%
590
47.3%
SOURCE: Lewiston-1900 database.

Table 2. Naturalization Status of Quebec-Born Male Heads of Household, Worcester, 1900, by
occupational category
Not naturalized as a US
Naturalized as a US
citizen (includes
citizen, or has taken out
unknown/blank responses) initial papers to naturalize
Occupational Category
N
%
N
%
Professsional/Technical
1
8.3%
11
91.7%
Farmer
0
0.0%
0
0.0%
Managers/Officials/Proprietors
8
25.8%
23
74.2%
Clerical and Kindred Agents
0
0.0%
4
100.0%
Sales Workers
5
21.7%
18
78.3%
Skilled Craftsmen
204
47.6%
225
52.4%
Operatives
42
44.2%
53
55.8%
Service Workers
15
37.5%
25
62.5%
Laborers
69
60.5%
45
39.5%
Non-occupational response
4
57.1%
3
42.9%
Total
348
46.1%
407
53.9%
SOURCE: Worcester-1900 database.

Total
20
14
51
9
42
233
467
60
298
53
1247

Total
12
0
31
4
23
429
95
40
114
7
755

Qualitative data from oral histories reinforces the conclusion that male heads of household were
more likely to naturalize in cities that promised more opportunities for work at wages high enough to
support a family – that is, cities like Worcester, as opposed to Lewiston, Manchester (New Hampshire),
and other cities where textile production and similar industries dominated the economic landscape.
Interviews of return migrants conducted during the 1970s and 1980s in Quebec indicate the discomfort
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men felt when their family members earned more than they did, as well as the strong desire many of them
had to return to their homes in Quebec, where they felt as if they had greater control over their own lives
as well as their family members. Mme Plante was unmarried and twenty-four when her father decided the
family had amassed enough money to return to Quebec, over the vehement objections of Mme Plante and
her siblings, who “wanted to stay [in the U.S.]…because [there] we were earning money!” 24 Likewise,
Antonia Bergeron was the first in her family to emigrate to the United States when, at age fifteen, she
convinced her reluctant parents to let her relocate to the mill city of Manchester with some neighbors.
Slowly her siblings and mother followed; her mother, who had no problem finding gainful employment,
did laundry in a convent in Manchester all day, and cleaned at a local church. Her father, reluctant to
leave his life on the farm, was the last to emigrate – and the first to return to Quebec. 25 For these men,
the limited opportunities they experienced after emigration were hardly enough to outweigh the comfort
of a life they knew, and often had left behind only reluctantly.
Yet another factor may also explain Worcester’s higher naturalization rates: the higher rates of
exogamous marriage. These distinct marriage patterns were also a product of Worcester’s employment
environment. Because of the availability of work in its textile mills, Lewiston, like many of the other
New England cities to which French Canadians migrated, attracted certain migrants in particular. In the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Lewiston’s French-Canadian-ancestry population was
predominantly young, and more likely to be female than male; fully 79% of Lewiston’s French Canadian
community was under the age of 30 in 1880, compared to less than 65% of the Lewiston population as a
whole. 26 The preponderance of women in Lewiston’s French Canadian community was especially
pronounced in 1880, particularly within the age groups most likely to be working in Lewiston’s textile
mills. Over 55% of Lewiston’s French Canadian community was female in 1880; the imbalance in the
sex ratio was the most pronounced among 20- to 29-year-olds, where women outnumbered men by 3:2. 27
Although these tendencies became less pronounced over time, they persisted into the twentieth century.
The fact that women outnumbered men, both in Lewiston as a whole but especially among French
Canadians of marrying age, meant that male migrants had no trouble finding a canadienne marriage
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partner.
In contrast, French Canadian men in Worcester faced noticeably bleaker prospects for finding a
French Canadian wife. Because the types of jobs available to the Quebecois migrants in Worcester made
it a less profitable choice for families with surplus women, Worcester was more likely to attract
canadiens than canadiennes. However, in the late nineteenth century, this imbalanced sex ratio did not
extend to the city as a whole, as it did in Lewiston. Whereas Quebecois men outnumbered their sisters in
Worcester in 1880, the ratio of men to women was approximately 1:1 in the Worcester population at large
that year; furthermore, women in their twenties outnumbered their male counterparts among the general
population of the city. Thus, if a young Quebecois male in Worcester wanted to marry, broadening his
search beyond the French Canadian community could actually increase his chances of finding a spouse.
Table 3 Ethnic background of wives of French Canadian men
living with their spouses, by city, 1880
Lewiston

And as Tables 3 and 4
show, this is exactly what happened.

Worcester

N

%

N

%

French Canadian

619

98.1%

709

89.2%

Not French Canadian

12

1.9%

86

10.8%

Total
631 100.0% 795 100.0%
SOURCE: NAPP/MPC “1880 US Census Complete Count.”

For French-Canadian-ancestry
households where both husband and
wife were present, over 98% of
Lewiston men in 1880 were married

to Quebecois women. However, in Worcester, the same was true for just 90% of Quebecois men that
year; one in ten had instead married a woman of a different ethnic background (Table 3). 28 Although
rates of exogamous marriage were lower for Worcester’s French-Canadian-ancestry men in 1900, they
were still more than twice as high as rates in Lewiston, which had remained relatively stable (Table 4). 29
Table 4 Ethnic background of wives of French Canadian men
living with their spouses, by city, 1900
Lewiston
N
%
French Canadian
Not French Canadian

Worcester
N
%

1477

97.8%

1016

92.3%

43

2.8

85

7.7%

Total
1520 100.0% 1101 100.0%
SOURCE: Lewiston-1900 database; Worcester-1900 database.

Thus, it would appear that a
notable number of French Canadian
men in Worcester chose to
overcome an unfavorable imbalance
in the sex ratio in the late 1800s by
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marrying non-French-Canadian women. This reality had the potential to pose a far greater threat to
French Canadian identity than any other aspect of the migrants’ daily existence. Survivance remained as
central to the migrant communities as it was to their compatriotes in Canada. Since the key elements of
survivance were maintaining the Catholic faith, use of the French language, and French Canadian mœurs
or customs, marrying a woman who did not speak French and had not grown up immersed in a French
Canadian cultural environment was tantamount to cultural treason. As one newspaper article warned in
1880, “Compatriots, let us never forget this important truth: A people who lose their language will soon
forget how to retain their nationality.” 30 Although the rates of exogamous marriage grew considerably –
among both men and women, in both Lewiston and Worcester’s French-Canadian-ancestry communities
– into the early twentieth century, they tended to remain higher for men than for women, and were always
higher in Worcester than in Lewiston. 31 The fact that more French Canadian men were marrying women
of other backgrounds in Worcester may partly explain why more working-class men in Worcester
envisioned a future for themselves in the U.S., to the point that they were willing to become citizens.
In conclusion, a variety of factors influenced whether working-class male migrants from Quebec
either retained strong attachments to their homeland, or developed a sense of allegiance to their lives in
the United States. Because this population left few indications of its thoughts, actions, and motives in
sources such as the migrant-language press and other publications, a creative and critical approach to
other sources of data – from the qualitative accounts found in extant oral histories to the quantitative data
that one can cull from census returns – is essential if we are going to better understand this population’s
actions as well as the thought processes that helped to shape them.
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