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ABSTRACT
In 1910, Bishop Michael Fallon of London called for the abolition of the bilingual schools of 
Ontario because of their inefficiencies. Concerns about the value of a bilingual education and 
the French language in particular predate Fallon and go back to the 1850s in the Windsor bor-
der region. These concerns were voiced by both francophones and anglophones, and illustrate 
that the struggle for the survival of the French language in the churches and schools of the area 
predated the arrival of Fallon and the Ontario government’s imposition of Regulation XVII.

RÉSUMÉ
En 1910, l’évêque de London, Michael Fallon, demanda l’abolition des écoles bilingues on-
tariennes en raison de leur inefficacité. Les inquiétudes au sujet de la valeur d’une instruction 
bilingue et de la langue française, notamment, précédaient Fallon puisqu’elles remontaient 
aux années 1850 dans la région frontalière de Windsor. Exprimées par les francophones et par 
les anglophones, elles mettent en lumière le fait que la lutte pour la survivance de la langue 
française dans les églises et les écoles de la région précédait l’arrivée de Fallon et l’imposition du 
Règlement XVII par le gouvernement de l’Ontario. 

Introduction

In 1912, the Ontario government, in response to an influx of unilingual French-
speaking migrants from Quebec, introduced Regulation XVII, which effectively re-
stricted French instruction to one hour a day in the province’s bilingual schools. This 
provincial policy triggered considerable reaction from Ontario’s French-speaking or 
francophone population. The French Canadian Educational Association of Ontario 
(ACFEO) helped to organize province-wide resistance to the government interfer-
ence in the bilingual schools. This struggle over the French language eventually came 
to affect much of Ontario. This epic battle was not the first francophone struggle 
over language in the province. Robert Choquette and Chad Gaffield have provided 
examples of nineteenth century conflict in eastern Ontario.1 The Windsor border 



region also hosted incidents of public conflict over language and schools in franco-
phone communities that predated Regulation XVII and the arrival of Bishop Michael 
Francis Fallon of London, the sworn enemy of the bilingual schools.2

Historical Overview

In 1701, Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac founded a French fortress and trading post 
on the Detroit River, a strategic point on the Great Lakes.3 By 1748, the Crown had 
granted land on the Canadian side to habitant farmers to support the soldiers, trap-
pers and traders with a reliable food supply.4 The first record of schooling for fran-
cophone children in the Windsor border region appeared in 1782 after the British 
takeover, when Sulpician priest François Xavier Dufaux began teaching a few boys 
at a church rectory in the fledgling town of Sandwich. In 1786, British Governor 
Frederick Haldimand sent two young women from Montreal named Adémard and 
Papineau to the region to work as teachers. Five years before the creation of Upper 
Canada, Sandwich hosted a French school with thirteen students.5 In 1816, the 
Upper Canadian legislature established a budget to fund common schools at no cost 
to residents. By 1830, officials reported that two French schools were in operation 
in the area: thirty-seven pupils studied at Sandwich and a similar number could be 
found at Amherstburg.6 In the 1840s, Jesuit Fathers Pierre and Nicholas Point of 
France established “canoe schools” without teachers in the vast parish of Assumption, 
stretching from Sandwich in Essex County to Chatham in Kent County. After teach-
ing the rudiments of reading and writing, the priests entrusted a few books to local 
students for the purposes of study,7 returning a couple of years later to collect the 
books and redistribute them elsewhere. A tradition of French language education was 
thus established in the area.

When Egerton Ryerson became Chief Superintendent of Schools for Canada West 
(Ontario), the legal status of French in the province’s schools was unclear. A conflict in 
the Windsor border region compelled Ryerson to address the issue. On April 5, 1851, 
Julien Parent of Sandwich and sixteen French-speaking ratepayers petitioned the Essex 
County Board of Public Instruction protesting against the employment of a unilin-
gual Frenchman named Gigon as teacher at their common school. The parents argued 
that their children had the right to receive an education in the English language: 
“French instruction alone availeth them next to nothing at all, being an ornamental 
rather than a useful acquirement for the inhabitants of this country.” 8 When the Essex 
Board of Examiners refused to grant Gigon a teaching certificate, the Sandwich Board 
of Trustees, all of whom were also French-speaking, contested the decision by appeal-
ing to the Provincial Council of Public Instruction. The trustees argued that the town 
had repeatedly attempted to find a bilingual schoolmaster to no avail. They noted that 
in spite of Gigon’s inability to speak English, he was still a competent educator who 
could reopen a school in a district where most people spoke French.9

At its meeting on 25 April 1851, the Provincial Council of Instruction dis-
cussed the issue, and inserted the following clause in the qualification guidelines for 
teachers.

67Articles/Articles



In regard to teachers of French or German, that a knowledge of French or 
German grammar be substituted for a knowledge of English grammar, and that 
the certificate of the teacher be expressly limited accordingly.10

The Council then informed the County Boards of Canada West that no guidelines in 
the School Act could deny employment to such a qualified teacher. This intervention 
served as a precedent for the recognition of French as a legal language of instruction. 
Gigon was subsequently hired as the teacher for Sandwich.11 The Sandwich school 
controversy was significant, for it exposed divisions among the area’s francophones 
over the merits of an education for their children in the mother tongue.

Francophone Settlement Patterns in the Windsor Border Region

Francophone migration to the Windsor border region that had begun during the 
French regime ended after the Conquest in 1775. The first settlers and their de-
scendants spread out on the Detroit River from the village of Petite Côte to what 
would become the border cities of Sandwich, Windsor, and Walkerville (modern-
day Windsor, Ontario).12 In 1820, fewer than four thousand francophones lived in 
Upper Canada, with the majority residing in Essex and Kent counties.13 A second 
wave of francophone migration began modestly at the end of the 1820s,14 and ac-
celerated with the expansion of the logging industry and construction of the Great 
Western Railway in the early 1850s. Windsor emerged as the chief urban center after 
the railway selected the town as its depot.15 Migrants came from rural Quebec, and 
settled on lands stretching from Tecumseh to Paincourt on the coast of Lake St. Clair, 
or moved to the border cities to find wage labour in factories and construction.16 
Francophones moving to the border cities of Windsor, Walkerville and Sandwich 
began to integrate into an English-speaking work world. By 1901, Essex County’s 
French-speaking communities had grown to more than sixteen thousand out of a 
total population of nearly fifty-nine thousand.17

Intermarriage and Language Transfer Rates at the Turn of the Twentieth 
Century18

The census provides evidence that francophones and anglophones were intermar-
rying in the Windsor border region by 1901. In rural communities, 7.5 percent of 
1,421 families sampled hosted mixed marriages with at least one francophone par-
ent, but the 1901 census rolls still indicated a French retention rate of more than 
98 percent (Table 1.1). In the border cities of Sandwich and Windsor, by contrast, 
while a majority of francophone couples reported passing French on to all their 
children as in rural areas, noticeable signs of language transfer correlated directly 
to the number of mixed marriages. In the city of Windsor, where 12.3 percent of 
the population was francophone in 1901, there were ninety-three mixed marriages; 
English became the sole medium of expression for sixty-one of these relationships 
(Table 1.2).19 Only thirteen mixed families (14 percent) reported that all of their 
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children conserved the mother tongue of their French-speaking parent. Eight fran-
cophone couples opted not to raise their children in French. Windsor also had 
the lowest French language retention rate, with nearly 30 percent of residents of 
French descent speaking only English in 1901. This might be attributable to the 
scattered settlement pattern of this population among non-francophones. The rate 
of French retention was somewhat higher in the town of Sandwich, at 84.8 percent 
where francophones made up 40 percent of the population, and clustered together 
in neighbourhoods (Tables 1.1, 1.2). Of the twenty-nine mixed marriages, fifteen 
indicated retention of the French language among all of the children. In essence, all 
francophone communities exhibited high rates of French language retention except 
Windsor.

1.1.	 Francophone Community Samples for the Windsor Border Region, 1901

Windsor Sandwich Rural 20 Total

Total population 12,153 1,450 10,810 24,413

Total population of French descent 2,133 714 7,949 10,796

Total francophone population21 1,498 582 7,801 9,881

French language retention rate 70.2% 84.8% 98.1% 91.5%

% francophones/total population 12.3% 40.1% 72.2% 40.5%

Canayens22 787 200 3,208 4,195

French Canadians 629 245 4,667 5,541

French 41 137 71 249

Undetermined franc. 41 56 0 97

Source: Canada Census, 1901

1.2.	 Mixed Marriages and Language Transfer Rates among Families with one or more 
Francophone Parents in the City of Windsor and the Town of Sandwich, 1901

Windsor Sandwich Total

Total families with at least one francophone parent 337 141 478

Mixed marriages/families 93 29 122
(25.5%)

Mixed families with all children retaining French 15 15 30
(24.6%)

Mixed families with some children retaining 
French 17 7 24

(19.6%)

Mixed families choosing English 61 7 68
(55.7%)

English households with 2 francophone parents 8 1 9

Source: Canada Census, 1901
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1.3a.	 Illiteracy Rates Among Francophones in Rural Communities, Essex and Kent 
Counties, 1901

Mac-
Gregor

River 
Canard

Petite 
Côte

Sand-
wich
East

Roch-
ester

Tilbury 
North

Tilbury 
West

Pain-
court

Dover 
District

Total

Total francophone 
population

420 468 600 2,306 1,194 947 444 245 762 6,786

Total # of illiterates 30 22 23 131 95 66 102 31 175 675

Total # of francophone 
illiterates

27 17 21 115 94 66 102 31 175 648

Francophone illiteracy rate 7.1% 3.6% 3.5% 4.9% 8% 7% 22.9% 12.7% 23% 9.5%

Age group
Mac-

Gregor
River

Canard
Petite 
Côte

Sand-
wich 
East

Roch-
ester

Tilbury 
North

Tilbury 
West

Pain-
court

Dover Total

10–19 0 2 4 33 11 30 30 9 71 190

20–29 9 5 7 34 31 19 37 13 49 204

30–39 12 12 5 48 41 10 21 5 41 195

40–45 9 3 5 16 7 6 14 4 11 75

Canayens 14 11 13 69 20 21 11 15 11 185

Fr. Canadians 13 6 8 46 74 45 91 16 164 463

Anglophones 2 4 1 6 1 0 0 0 0 14

Other 1 1 1 10 0 0 0 0 0 13

Source: Canada Census, 1901

1.3.b.	 Illiteracy Rates among Francophones and Non-Francophones in the City of 
Windsor and the Town of Sandwich, 1901

Windsor Sandwich Total

Total francophone population 1,498 582 2,080

Total # of illiterates N/A 47 N/A

Francophone illiteracy rate 6.1% 7.2% 6.4%

Total # of francophone illiterates 91 42 133

Age group Windsor Sandwich Total

10–19 24 10 34

20–29 24 20 44

30–45 43 17 60

Canayens 38 21 59

French Canadians 53 17 70

French 0 4 4

Anglophones N/A 5 5

Source: Canada Census, 1901
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Illiteracy Among Essex and Kent County Francophones

Perhaps the most controversial issue involving francophones in the Windsor border 
region related to rates of illiteracy. In 1910, during his crusade to eliminate what he 
perceived to be inefficient bilingual schools, Roman Catholic Bishop Michael Fallon 
of the London diocese deplored what he considered to be a largely ill-educated popu-
lation incapable of speaking adequate English or French. Census records suggest that 
Fallon’s concerns regarding the state of bilingual education held some validity. 23 All 
francophone communities in the Windsor border region reported cases of illiteracy.24

Francophones fared better in the border cities and the long-settled villages on the 
Detroit River where access to schooling was relatively easy. 25 In the city of Windsor, 
the illiteracy rate for 1,498 francophones was 6 percent in 1901; nearly half of that 
total were between thirty and forty-five years of age, which suggests that the problem 
may have been declining among the younger generation (Table 1.3.b). The neigh-
bouring town of Sandwich posted an illiteracy rate of 7.2 percent with forty-seven 
cases out of a total francophone population of 582. Here, thirty of the forty-seven 
cases were under the age of thirty.

In the old villages of Petite Côte, River Canard and McGregor, illiteracy rates 
in 1901 were also modest, claiming mainly adults. Out of sixty-five reported cases, 
only six were under the age of twenty, suggesting the problem here was in decline. 
In Petite Côte and River Canard, the total francophone illiteracy rate was about 3.5 
percent (Table 1.3a). In River Canard, most cases in the community could be found 
among families that owned their own farms or market gardens, and two-thirds of the 
cases were over the age of thirty. The village of McGregor had a higher rate of 7.1 
percent, but again, two-thirds of those reported to be illiterate were over the age of 
thirty. Only in Petite Côte, did research reveal that half of all illiterates were under 
the age of thirty. All of these communities had well-established bilingual schools. To 
the east of Windsor, in Sandwich East Township, however, youth illiteracy remained 
a problem, especially among poor families who relied on fishing or itinerant farm 
labour for their livelihood.26

The most alarming rates of illiteracy could be found in the rural French Canadian 
settlements east of Windsor and near Lake St. Clair. French Canadian communities 
with a longer history of settlement like Belle River and St. Joachim in Rochester 
Township and Stoney Point in Tilbury North Township registered illiteracy rates 
slightly below the provincial rate (Table 1.3a). However, farming communities in 
Tilbury West and Dover Townships posted much higher rates, in excess of 20 percent. 
All of these communities had experienced relatively recent settlement from Quebec, 
and youths under the age of thirty constituted 77 percent of the illiterate population 
(300 out of 390)! Such high rates of youth illiteracy were alarming, but in fact a phe-
nomenon not uncommon to recently-settled rural communities.27 Many children in 
these areas worked in the barrel stave industry or on the farm at planting and harvest 
time. In spite of these grim numbers, the actual total rural francophone population 
sample of Essex and Kent Counties posted a combined illiteracy rate of 9.5 per-
cent, just above the provincial average. Out of 9466 rural and urban francophones 
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surveyed in the tables above, the census reported 781 cases of illiteracy, or a rate of 
8.3 percent, below the provincial average. Still, rates of illiteracy were considerably 
higher than among the area’s anglophone population. Bishop Fallon’s vocal concern 
regarding the need to provide more rigourous schooling for francophone children 
held credence in two rural townships populated by recent Quebec migrants. His 
sweeping generalization that all of the bilingual schools were sub-standard, however, 
is not borne out by these statistics.

Bilingual Schools in the Nineteenth Century

Throughout the latter part of the nineteenth century the bilingual schools of Essex 
and Kent struggled to combat the stigma of illiteracy. In 1882, two Quebec mission-
aries suggested one reason for the problem.

Trente-cinq écoles dans lesquelles on enseigne le français aussi bien que l’an-
glais; une demi douzaine ont deux maîtres. Les écoles sont fréquentées par 
environ 3500 enfants canadiens français, qui se servent des livres en usage dans 
la province de Québec.28

This account underscored the onerous student-teacher ratio, which stood at close to 
90 to 1. Poor pay and unattractive work conditions made it hard to find first- and 
second-class certified instructors. To make matters worse, women educators often 
stayed in the profession for only a few years until they married. All of these schools 
were characterized by an abnormally high number of third-class teachers.29 Crowded 
classrooms and unqualified teachers hardly provided the necessary atmosphere to 
combat illiteracy.

The issue of quality instruction erupted in Belle River in 1882 when the school 
board trustees, some of whom were French, introduced an English-only curriculum. 
Le Progrès, Windsor’s French language newspaper, deplored the fact that the new 
schoolmistress could not speak a word of French in a school that hosted a substantial 
French-speaking majority. 30 Parents were slow to respond to this significant change 
in school policy, raising questions as to whether this population associated a quality 
education with English; was discouraged from seeking French instruction by school 
officials; or was simply indifferent to the issue of school altogether.

Not all francophones accepted the disappearance of French from the schools qui-
etly. In 1883, militants organized the first Essex County chapter of the St. Jean-
Baptiste Society (SSJB), and immediately hosted a regional conference for members 
from Essex and Kent counties in Windsor to discuss the concerns over the decline of 
French instruction in the area’s schools. They passed the following resolution:

Que vu que la langue française est la langue de nos ancêtres, et que sa conser-
vation parmi nous est une des principales sauvegardes de notre religion et de 
nos traditions nationales, le plus grand encouragement lui soit accordé surtout 
dans nos écoles et de la part de nos hommes d’État de notre origine.31
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As early as the 1850s, attitudes towards the English language had divided area 
francophones. The editor of Le Progrès, Gaspard Pacaud32 criticized the growing 
rate of anglicization among francophones.33 The school inspector for Paincourt and 
Kent County suggested that the reasons for the rate of anglicization could be found 
in attitudes towards French-language schooling. He noted in his report the eager-
ness to learn English among the francophones of Kent County and their essential 
ambivalence towards French: “Certains parents se plaignent que dans les écoles on 
n’enseigne pas assez d’anglais…” 34 The desire to learn English appeared to be an 
on-going concern for some parents who sought to offer their children better job 
prospects.35 Public calls for French-only schools failed to elicit much support from 
the local population.36

The struggle to maintain French instruction resurfaced in 1885 following a de-
cision by the Windsor Separate School Board to eliminate the language from the 
curriculum at St. Alphonsus School. The local pastor, Theodore Wagner, a secular 
Belgian priest admitted that the board, dominated by anglophone trustees, had erred 
in leaving the school without a single francophone teacher. Wagner attributed this 
oversight to his recent absence due to illness. In a sermon on 16 March 1885, he as-
sured the congregation he would restore French instruction at the first opportunity. 
However, Wagner actually blamed francophone parents for the deteriorating situa-
tion, for many had sent their children to English schools. Aside from mixed mar-
riages, most francophone couples in Windsor passed French on to their offspring. 
Militants looked upon Fr. Wagner with suspicion.37

During the nineteenth century, harmony on the education front was easy to main-
tain in most francophone farming communities in Essex and Kent counties given 
their relative isolation. Poor roads, the slow nature of horse power, and the high cost 
of transportation on the new railroads made it easy for these relatively homogeneous 
rural enclaves to preserve their language. Nevertheless, the presence of the railways 
did emphasize the need to do business in English when selling agricultural goods. In 
areas where the two cultures coexisted, tensions occasionally flared.38

The issue of bilingual schools eventually came to the provincial stage when 
Conservative Opposition leader William Meredith, deploring their standards, called 
for their abolition in the 1887 and 1890 Ontario election campaigns. In response, 
Oliver Mowat’s Liberal government tightened regulations for bilingual schools, pre-
scribing a well-defined list of French books for all students. The Ministry of Education 
also established the second-class certificate as the minimum teaching requirement, 
and launched an education commission in 1889 to investigate the state of English 
in these schools with an eye to improving standards.39 This new policy had implica-
tions in the Windsor border region as elsewhere, since school boards frequently hired 
third-class teachers and candidates with temporary certificates due in part to a short-
age of certified francophone educators, and as a means of keeping wages low. Some 
school boards even hired English teachers for bilingual schools, on the pretext that 
there was a lack of qualified francophones . According to the editor of Le Progrès, the 
real reason behind this move was a prevailing belief among some Irish and French 
Catholic trustees that bilingual schools were inferior to English-only schools.40
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While opposition pressure mounted on the Mowat government to abolish the bi-
lingual schools, Inspector Théodule Girardot released his report for the Windsor bor-
der region. He noted that nearly 60 percent of the bilingual schools were achieving 
satisfactory results.41 While pedagogical weaknesses persisted, parents and students 
enthusiastically accepted English instruction.42 In many cases, the calibre of spoken 
and written English was already noteworthy. Mowat’s 1889 education commission 
also reported,

There are thirty schools in the County of Essex in which French is taught, 
and all were inspected by us. Many of these could scarcely be distinguished 
from English schools. In twelve schools, English is mainly the language of the 
school; in fourteen French and English are taught about equally; and in four, 
French is the language of the school, the teaching in English being limited to 
reading and translation. The work done in these schools is about equal to what 
is done in the ordinary English rural school….Taking the standing of the pu-
pils in English as the basis of classification, seventeen schools may be classed as 
good, six as fair, and seven as poor...43

The commission report defended the traditional practice in the bilingual schools 
where the French child acquired some proficiency in the mother tongue before learn-
ing English. Two real problems affected these schools, argued the commissioners: 
when a student body was entirely French, pupils had greater difficulty mastering spo-
ken English; and the onerous student-teacher ratio. The commissioners also noted 
that twenty-nine of thirty-four bilingual teachers in Essex spoke English with con-
siderable fluency.44

In 1889, school inspections of the Windsor border region reinforced much of the 
commission’s report. In Anderdon School No. 6, near River Canard, even though 
Antoine Vermette had eighty-five students under his charge, the report stated of se-
nior students that “Pupils did exceedingly well in all branches and spoke English 
well.” 45 The greatest areas of weakness appeared in Sandwich East, Rochester, and 
Tilbury North Townships in Essex, and Dover Township in Kent, all of which hosted 
a considerable number of recent Quebec migrants. In rural schools like Sandwich 
East School School No. 4, John Dugal faced a class of 115 students on inspection 
day. The inspector reported,

The pupils in the junior division and twenty-one in the senior division do 
not learn English. All of the above are in the First and Second French read-
ers. French is mainly the language of the school. Pupils are quite backward in 
English.46

Similar reports appeared in Tilbury Township North, where Section Schools No. 
1, 6, 8 and 10, and Dover Township School No. 3 were all classified as deficient in 
English, with many experiencing chronic student absentee rates approaching 50 per-
cent.47 In Rochester Township School No. 3, of the seventy students in attendance, 
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the inspector noted that “19 French [Canadian] pupils in the senior division do not 
learn French by request of the parents.” 48 Historian Yves Roby noted that a similar pa-
rental desire for more English at the expense of French appeared in sections of New 
England during the same period.49 First-generation Quebec migrants like Pacaud 
seemed most passionate about preserving French and disagreed.

In spite of the commission’s criticisms of the schools and the widespread press 
coverage, Mowat held off the Conservatives in the subsequent elections, and the 
bilingual program was not abolished. The Premier cited the Windsor border region 
in his defence of the standards in these schools

There are some of these schools in which English has been well taught for 
many years, so that they are practically English schools. This is the case more 
particularly in the Counties of Essex and Kent.50

To tighten overall standards, the government introduced a new school policy, known 
as Regulation 12, which limited French instruction to one hour in existing schools, 
and allowed for its introduction in new schools in communities where French was 
the prevailing language. Officials replaced French with English as the only language 
for teacher certification. The 1890 Ministry regulation restricted French instruction51 
to schools where students could not understand English. This clause came to serve as 
a loophole allowing many institutions to continue French instruction as before, and 
eventually serving as a source for future controversy and conflict.52

Early Disputes in the Francophone Parishes of the Windsor Border Region

The first serious struggle between a Catholic bishop and his francophone faithful in 
the Windsor border region took place in Detroit long before Michael Fallon’s arrival 
as Bishop of London. In 1845, Belgian-born Bishop Peter Paul Lefebvre attempted 
to seize a farm bequeathed to the French-speaking parish of Sainte-Anne to finance 
diocesan projects. Sainte-Anne’s remained the only civil corporation of its kind and 
dated back to the old French regime in 1701. Like Catholic churches in Quebec, the 
Bishop was not the titleholder of this church property. When the church building 
was demolished to make way for a new structure, the Bishop ordered the church 
wardens to surrender title to him to secure $300,000 in parish funds. When they 
refused, Lefebvre withheld consent for the construction of a new church, and de-
nied the wardens the sacraments until they submitted.53 Just as the wardens feared, 
more than half of the funds were then used in parishes other than Sainte-Anne’s. In 
1886, Bishop Caspar Burgess entrusted the French-speaking parish of St. Joachim’s in 
Detroit to Fr. Danzelger, an Alsatian German priest who preferred to use English in 
sermons. The parishioners expressed their displeasure when petitions for his removal 
failed. One night, four masked men armed with revolvers entered the rectory and 
ordered Danzelger to depart at once. The priest never returned.54

Catholic bishops in Ontario could also prove unsympathetic to the French lan-
guage cause in the nineteenth century. Toronto’s Archbishop John Joseph Lynch 
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advocated the integration of all Catholics into Ontario’s English-speaking society. 
An Irishman convinced of the need for ethnic Catholics to follow the example of 
his countrymen in blending into the dominant anglophone culture, he was a vocal 
opponent of the French Canadian mantra of intertwining the French language with 
the Roman faith. Indeed, Lynch accused narrow-minded Quebec clergy of “antago-
nizing politicians and thereby endangering the rights and privileges of the Catholic 
church in Canada.” 55 Lynch feared that the Quebec clergy’s concern for the French 
language would eventually undermine the greater interests of the church by angering 
the English Protestant majority.

Language troubles stirred emotions following a public protest at St. Alphonsus 
Parish, Windsor in 1899. More than 200 francophones assembled at the church hall 
to petition for the reintroduction of their language at high mass. They called for the 
appointment of a francophone to a parish with three Irish priests but a congregation 
that was 50 percent French.56 Journalist Gaspard Pacaud, representing the protestors, 
argued that an English-only policy endangered the faith of the French Canadians 
of Windsor, and appealed for fair play. He recalled the generous French Canadian 
donations of land, labour and supplies for the construction of the church edifice in 
1858.57 The petitioners proposed that both English and French could be used at each 
mass, and if this proved unworkable they offered an alternative option to their Irish 
co-religionists: separation into two parishes. In January 1901, Bishop John McEvay 
transferred J. Edmond Meunier, a native of Trois-Rivières, Quebec, to the Windsor 
church along with two bilingual Irish assistants.58 The issue of language was settled 
for the moment.

Bilingual Schools in the Separate School System

Tension over bilingual schools involved religion as well as language. In 1863, the 
legislature of the United Province of Canada passed the Scott Act, with the support of 
representatives from Canada East (Quebec). This legislation granted Roman Catholic 
ratepayers the right in Canada West to withdraw their tax support from their local 
public schools and redirect it to establish separate schools.59 Prior to the law, Catholic 
teachers in a number of public schools across the province hosted exclusively Catholic 
student bodies. Even with the Scott Act, the spread of designated Catholic separate 
schools was slow. Following the influx of Catholic families into the Protestant cities 
and a campaign by the press, the Orange Order and the Conservative party against 
the separate school system in the 1880s, Ontario bishops put a greater emphasis 
on the foundation of Catholic separate schools.60 Between 1886 and 1890, twenty-
seven public bilingual schools in eastern Ontario turned into separate schools.61 The 
abolition of the bilingual separate schools of Manitoba in 1890 exacerbated fears 
for the Catholic system. As a defensive measure, in 1893, Bishop Denis O’Connor 
of London directed all Catholic parents to send their children to Church-operated 
separate schools.62

Many Catholics did not immediately obey O’Connor’s command. In Belle River 
in 1894, Fr. J. Edmond Meunier directed his parishioners to transform Maidstone 
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Township Public School No. 1 into a Catholic school. Opposed to paying higher 
taxes, parishioners uprooted the school building one night and moved it four miles 
south beyond the parish boundary. From this site, the Robillard school, as it was 
known, continued to operate as a public school with a Catholic teacher and student 
body.63

Father Lucien Beaudoin, pastor of Our Lady of the Lake parish in Sandwich 
East Township near Windsor faced similar difficulties. In 1893, O’Connor directed 
Beaudoin, a native of Quebec to assemble his congregation and organize a Catholic 
separate school. Just prior to the scheduled school meeting, parishioner Hypollite 
Mailloux conducted a door-to-door campaign to sabotage the measure.64 Ratepayers 
voted to reject the initiative fearing that a separate school would result in higher taxes. 
The following year, O’Connor called upon Beaudoin to rally the parishioners be-
hind his project again.65 On 26 April 1894, through quiet diplomacy, Beaudoin had 
convinced enough parishioners to adhere to a separate school: École Notre Dame.66 
O’Connor then directed all Catholics in Sandwich East to send their children to the 
school or risk being denied the sacraments.67

In 1893, while Beaudoin struggled to get his parishioners to support Catholic 
education more fervently, Windsor francophones fought to reverse the cancellation 
of French instruction at St. François and St. Alphonsus schools. Le Progrès suggested 
this maneuver was part of a quiet plot to hire unilingual English teachers for the 
bilingual schools. When school board president Charles McHugh failed to act on a 
petition to restore French, tensions mounted between Irish and French Catholics. A 
special committee was established to study the question. In September 1894, both 
schools reintroduced French as a result of public pressure by the local SSJB.68 This 
incident provided a glimpse of the Irish-French conflict to come over the existence of 
bilingual schools within Ontario’s Catholic separate school system.

In the more remote communities of Dover Township in Kent County, there ex-
isted little tension with the English majority. Here, most of the schools hosting a pre-
dominantly French Canadian student body were English-language schools. Robert 
Park, the Inspector of West Kent County offered this analysis of the problems in 
1894:

.… Speaking generally, the school work is much better done in those schools 
where the teacher has a command of both languages than in the eight schools I 
have referred to where the teacher is unable to speak to the children in French. 
The French people are most anxious that their children shall get a good com-
mand of English. Many of them think it useless for their children to learn 
French in school, some of them prefer a teacher who cannot speak French. But 
there is no question that whether bilingual readers be used or not- the proper 
teacher for these schools is one who has command of both languages.69

This report on the bilingual schools reiterated the eagerness of the local French 
Canadian population to educate their children in English. Park believed that bilin-
gual schools enabled francophone children to embrace English with greater efficacy, 
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but here was a sympathetic report alleging parental disinterest in French instruction.
The struggle for quality French instruction continued in the Windsor border re-

gion in March, 1904, when Inspector David Chenay visited Sandwich East Separate 
School No. 1 and noted several problems:

the teaching of French in the school has not received the share of attention 
to which it is entitled — through no willful neglect of course. But the teach-
ers assure me that henceforth they will give the subject their most serious 
consideration.70

Chenay’s report diplomatically chided the St. Joseph’s sisters, two Irish nuns, for 
showing a lack of enthusiasm for French instruction. Beaudoin had taught the nuns 
the rudiments of French in the church rectory. Chenay also deplored the overcrowd-
ing in St. Edward’s school in Walkerville, noting the presence of sixty-two students in 
the junior class. Finally, he condemned the school board’s practice of paying teachers 
half of the salary earned by educators at the nearby public school.71

The bilingual schools issue reemerged on the provincial scene after 1905, when 
Ontario voters elected James Pliny Whitney’s Conservative party. As Premier, Whitney 
commissioned Chief Inspector F. W. Merchant to conduct a secret study of Ottawa’s 
English-French schools. The 1909 Report claimed that about three-quarters of the 
children who graduated from the fourth form were bilingual, while only 15 percent of 
third form pupils could make such a claim. However, Merchant noted that very few 
students ever reached the fourth form.72 In short, most students never acquired a solid 
grasp of the English language, and thus failed to integrate into English-speaking so-
ciety. Liberal and Conservative voices alike called on the Whitney government to ad-
dress this problem.73 It responded by launching a province-wide inquiry to determine 
the extent of the bilingual school troubles. The struggle for French instruction would 
take on a whole new meaning with the introduction of Regulation XVII in 1912.

Conclusion
The language and school struggles of francophones in the Windsor border region 
predated the infamous battles with Bishop Fallon and Regulation XVII. Despite a 
long tradition of French settlement and schooling, by the end of the nineteenth 
century, the old Detroit River settlements adapted to a bilingual culture and hosted 
schools that were largely English in nature. Only a few of the recently-settled French 
Canadian communities on Lake St. Clair continued to host bilingual schools that 
remained largely French in nature. In 1901, the family still served as a vital social 
institution for the linguistic stability of the francophone population in the region. 
However, urbanization and industrialization placed new challenges on this complex 
population involving the French language in their schools and their churches, most 
notably in Windsor.

Signs of disagreement among francophones over the merits of a French-language 
education in the Windsor border region appeared in the 1850s. While many 
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francophones considered a solid education in English as crucial to success in the work 
world, some expressed an ambivalence if not outright opposition to French language 
instruction as ornamental or economically impractical: in Sandwich in the 1850s; in 
Belle River and Rochester Township in the 1880s; in Windsor from the 1880s on-
wards; and in Kent County in the 1890s. The region, after all, was a predominantly 
English-speaking milieu. According to historian Yves Roby, discord over this issue 
also existed among French Canadian migrants in New England.

This work notes similarities to Chad Gaffield’s work on Prescott County’s nine-
teenth century francophones: advocates of French language instruction struggled with 
parsimonious school trustees in Essex and Kent Counties; bilingual schools also suf-
fered from overcrowded classes, underpaid and unqualified teachers and a chronic rate 
of student absenteeism. The struggles facing these schools left them to carry a stigma 
of inefficiency. Unlike the cases explored by Gaffield, however, many of the bilingual 
schools were in older settlements or the border cities, where English predominated 
in the classroom and illiteracy rates were lower than in recently settled rural areas. In 
addition, experienced French-speaking trustees served on local school boards. At issue 
here was a disagreement among francophones over the merits of French instruction. 
While Gaffield and Robert Choquette rightfully examine the bilingual schools con-
flict pitting francophones against Protestants and Irish Catholics, more work needs to 
be done to determine the conflict within Ontario’s French-speaking population.

Clearly, francophones were not the only players involved in the bilingual schools 
struggle. By the early 1880s, a growing number of anglophones, locally, in Queen’s 
Park, and across the province began to work for the elimination of the “inefficient” 
bilingual schools. Signs of the ensuing Irish-French dispute surfaced when trustees 
at the Windsor Separate School Board resisted efforts to reintroduce French in-
struction where it was removed. Irish Catholic fears for the survival of the Catholic 
separate school system were rooted in Conservative attacks on bilingual schools and 
their calls for one English public system. Their fears would only be heightened when 
Manitoba’s English Protestant majority eliminated the province’s Catholic bilingual 
school system in 1890. The Mowat government’s introduction of Regulation 12 in 
1890, gave credence to the criticisms of Ontario’s bilingual schools by establishing 
a minimum standard for English instruction, and setting restrictions for French 
instruction.

Disputes over language and schools also involved Catholic Church leaders and their 
francophone faithful in the Windsor border region. The ambivalence of priests like 
Theodore Wagner, and the bishops in Detroit, London and Toronto to concerns for 
the French language began well before Bishop Fallon. Resistance to non-francophone 
priests in Windsor and Detroit, and incidents of opposition to separate schools and 
the consequent tax increases indicated the presence of a willful rather than a submis-
sive francophone population, similar to that of Prescott County in Chad Gaffield’s 
work. These protests were a prelude to the opening battles in a language war that 
would eventually engulf the francophone communities of the Windsor border region 
and the province of Ontario with the introduction of Regulation XVII and the arrival 
of Michael Francis Fallon as the Catholic Bishop of London.
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Map, Windsor Border Region, Essex and Kent Counties, Province of Ontario, 1910

////////// Fort Detroit French (Canayen) settlements
\\\\\\\\\\ French Canadian (Recent Quebec migrant) settlements
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