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Charles and Guillaume Boivin at Sainte Marie aux Hurons 

 

The first Boivins in the New World were three brothers—Charles, Guillaume, and François— who left no 

known progeny but who were uncles to my direct paternal ancestor Pierre Boivin.  Fernand Boivin 

introduces them in his three-volume dictionary of Boivin marriages, Les Boivin.1  The translation is mine. 

Charles Boivin 

 

Charles Boivin is described as an architect or master-carpenter responsible for 

construction of the Ste-Marie-among-the-Hurons Mission, now Midland, Ontario.  This 

mission was the only Catholic sanctuary north of Mexico at the time.  From 1639 to 

1649, when the mission was destroyed by fire, Charles lived at Ste-Marie with many of 

the future Holy Canadian Martyr Saints:  Fathers Jean de Brébeuf, Gabriel Lalement, and 

Isaac Jogues.  He also worked for a time on the Ile St-Joseph in Huron country before 

returning to Québec in 1650.  An indefatigable worker, he planned and supervised the 

construction of many religious buildings at Québec and Montréal, along with his brother 

François.  According to the 1667 Census, his age was 67, and he lived at the Collège of 

Québec.  The details of his death have not survived. 

 

Mission Ste-Marie was reconstructed along its original plan in 1964-1967 after decades 

of archaeological and historical research.  Pope John Paul II visited this site during 1984.2 

Ste. Marie aux Hurons 

  

To give a sense of what it meant to build a mission on Georgian Bay in the mid-seventeenth century, I 

quote from Wilfrid Jury and Elsie McLeod Jury, members of the archaeological team who, in 1948-51, 

uncovered Ste-Marie-among-the-Hurons: 

 

The men who lived at Sainte-Marie-among-the-Hurons were in search of human souls, 

and with the courage of early Christians they faced inland with their lay helpers, 

travelling, by foot and by canoe, eight hundred miles beyond the fringe of European 

civilization, past the rapids and the whirlpools of the St. Lawrence, north on the Ottawa, 

crossing the Nipissing Lakes, over thirty to fifty rough, rocky portages, until they 

descended the French River to the open waters of Georgian Bay, where, facing south, 

they threaded their way through the thousands of islands to the mouth of the Isiaragui, 

which we call the Wye. 

 

Throughout the ten years that Sainte-Marie was occupied, not only food and clothing 

were transported over the arduous route, but building materials for this first European 

settlement in the interior of America; young calves, pigs, and chickens for agricultural 

pursuits in the wilderness; tools and implements for tradesmen who were to ply their craft 

in the heart of a world of primitive peoples.”3 

 

From this wilderness, the Jesuit Jérôme Lalemant wrote home to France in 1643: 

 

                         
1 Fernand Boivin, Les Boivin, Publication Numero 121, Le Centre de Généalogie S. C., Montréal: 1989. 
2 The Memory Book contains a newspaper article about this mission.  See also the Jury book about the 

reconstruction..... 
3 Wilfrid Jury and Elsie McLeod Jury, Sainte Marie Among the Hurons, Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1954, pp. 

2-3. 
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We have been compelled to establish a hospital there [at Sainte-Marie] for the sick, a 

cemetery for the dead, a Church for public devotions, a retreat for pilgrims, and, finally, a 

place apart from the others, where the infidels—who are only admitted by day, when 

passing that way—can always hear some good words respecting their salvation.4 

 

This is virtually all that was known about the site for three hundred years, until the Jurys conducted their 

investigation.  When they had finished, they had a wealth of information.  I quote them at length: 

 

Sainte-Marie measured 765 feet north to south, from centre to centre.  The European 

compound was 360 feet from north to south and 200 feet wide at the canal.  The canal 

was 230 feet south of the north wall. 

 

The Indian compound was 405 feet from north to south.  At its commencement it was 

175 feet wide.  From the south tip of the inner palisade wall to the apex of the triangle 

was 92 feet.  Otherwise the inner and outer palisade walls of the Indian compound were 

on the average 30 feet apart.  Altogether we traced 2580 feet of timber palisades. 

 

The site had been a well-defended stronghold with no vulnerable point, double palisades 

completely surrounding it.  The main entrance faced east, where the palisades curved 

outward.  A second entrance was in the north wall and the only entrance in the Indian 

compound was in the east wall. 

 

The buildings were large and strongly constructed against the extremes of climate, and 

they flanked the palisade walls for added protection.  Their architecture was reminiscent 

of seventeenth-century Normandy, the original home of most of the residents.  The 

buildings were long and narrow, with wings and projections; two-storyed, with deep 

sloping roofs of thirty-degree pitch.  The walls of at least one building stood 13 feet high. 

 

The leading of one glass window was found, proving that there was window-glass at 

Sainte-Marie.  The glass, however, must have been carefully removed, for no burnt glass 

was discovered. 

 

The buildings were floored with planks laid on sand.  The blacksmith's and carpenter's 

shops were below ground level; the floor of the carpenter's shop was covered with elm 

bark laid on sand. 

 

Some of the buildings had cellars 6 feet deep, lined with cedar posts, and floored.  Only 

one cellar had a stairway, the others apparently being reached by trapdoors.  Under the 

chapel was a 10-foot cavity with clay walls, which had been filled in with stone cuttings 

before the settlement was burnt.  The fact that no cellars were found in the three buildings 

south of the canal substantiated our belief that they were storehouses or workshops, rather 

than dwellings.  

 

Timber indigenous to the immediate area was used for almost all the construction, the 

only departure being the stone used for foundations, some walls, and fireplaces.  

[ . . .]  

  

The most interesting and the most significant discovery was the canal.  From its mouth at 

the River Wye to the aqueduct that fed it from springs to the north it measured 355 feet. 

                         
4Quoted in Wilfrid Jury, Ibid., p. 4. 
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The aqueduct was traced for 105 feet.  There were three locks in the canal, one with a 

timber spillway.  The water channel was lined with timber and timber troughs, and high 

piling had been sunk as retaining walls.  There was a loading basin in the north bank, 

with roof and flooring, and a landing basin with timber walls in the south bank. . . . 

 

The buildings of the European section were laid out according to a plan devised in 

advance, with buildings facing on two courtyards.  The outer palisades had been added 

after the site had been inhabited for some time.  The outline followed the river bank, 

which curves slightly to the east.  It was clear that the plan of the buildings and of the 

canal had been drawn up by an experienced and talented architect and workman.  It even 

took into account the particular soil conditions.  In the northern section, where heavy 

two-storey buildings were erected, was hard clay beneath a shallow topsoil of sandy 

loam.  The walls and base of the canal were cut through the hardest clay through which 

water seepage was practically an impossibility, and danger of cave-in or undermining 

remote.  South of the canal the soil became progressively lighter and sandier until in the 

Indian compound it was pure sand with excellent drainage in three directions--the best 

conditions for an Indian encampment. 

 

Father Jérôme Lalemant, the new Superior would be ultimately responsible for the plans, 

which he would send to France or Rome for ratification.  Probably Jogues and Brébeuf 

were chiefly involved, with advice from Father Pijart, who had overseen the building of 

the Residence at Ossossane.  It was Father Brébeuf who advised the Hurons on the 

rebuilding of their villages and no-one knew the conditions of the country better.  Charles 

Boivin, the master builder, we may be sure, was finally responsible for the details of the 

plan and for carrying them out with such precise workmanship.  Boivin was likely 

brought to Sainte-Marie in 1640 for this purpose.5 

  

The settlement included a blacksmith's shop, a carpentry shop, a hospital, a barracks, a chapel, and a 

church.  An extensive garden provided food.  An escape tunnel, 3-foot square, lined with timber, led from 

within the walls of the fort to the river. 

  

The Jurys express admiration for “the expert craftsmanship of the men who built Sainte-Marie,”6 and 

highlight Charles Boivin's contribution: 

 

Charles Boivin was the master builder of the settlement, serving as one of the first donnés 

as early as 1640 and remaining until the exodus to Christian Island nine years later.  

Boivin's time, however, must have been spent chiefly in planning and supervising the 

extensive building program that was in process during the whole period, and it is doubtful 

that much of the detail was executed by him.  Born in Rouen, Boivin was one of three 

brothers, all carpenters who had come to New France before 1639.  Charles and 

Guillaume were donnés with the Jesuits, François lived with his nephew Pierre and later 

owned various properties.7 

 

A donné was a lay person who volunteered his work to the Jesuits. 

  

In the chapter devoted entirely to the canal the excavation discovered, the Jurys point out its significance: 

 

                         
5 Ibid., pp. 108-112. 
6 Ibid., p. 49. 
7 Ibid., pp. 49-50. 
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Bringing to light this three-hundred-year-old development, where water had been 

harnessed to serve men's needs, will probably remain the greatest reward of a lifetime of 

excavating for Canada's past. The canal at Sainte-Marie-among-the-Hurons is 

undoubtedly the first artificial waterway with locks to be built in the New World. 

 

Here, one of our great national epochs is embodied.  Men highly civilized and skilled had 

built it.  On it were the marks of the engulfing fire that destroyed their civilization, so 

valiantly attempted here in the midst of the wilderness.8 

 

This fire was set by the inhabitants of the mission themselves.  Caught in the middle of warfare between 

Hurons and the attacking Iroquois, Father Ragueneau, Superior of the mission, reported in the summer of 

1649:  

 

On each of us lay the necessity of bidding farewell to that old home of Sainte-Marie, --to 

its structures, which, though plain, seemed, to the eyes of our poor savages, master-works 

of art; and to its cultivated lands, which were promising us an abundant harvest. . . . 

Moreover, for fear that our enemies, only too wicked, should profane the sacred place, 

and derive from it an advantage, we ourselves set fire to it, and beheld burn before our 

eyes, in less than one hour, our work of nine or ten years.9  

 

The destruction of Sainte-Marie-among-the-Hurons does not, however, diminish the achievement of those 

who created it.  

  

After leaving Sainte-Marie, Charles Boivin was a master carpenter at Trois-Rivières in 1653 and 1661 

and arpenteur (surveyor) at Cap-de-la-Madeleine in 1662.10  Charles also served as architect in work 

contracted by his brother François.  In the surviving document describing the building of the Ursuline 

chapel in 1655, François Boivin agrees to follow “the design of Charles Boivin” and “according to the 

model [modèle] given to François Boivin and made by Charles Boivin.”11 

  

Sainte-Marie, however, was entirely Charles's, the Jurys believe.  “The general plan of the establishment 

may have been drawn up by the Jesuits, but details of the construction and adjustments to local conditions 

such as climate, labour, and materials would all be planned by Boivin and executed under his direction.”12 

 

Here is the list of those known to be at Sainte-Marie-Aux-Hurons before it was burned in 1649.  Asterisk 

indicates those who have proven descendants to the present. 

 

Amiot, Jean (Amyot) 

Amyot, Mathieu  * 

Bacon, Gilles  * 

Bernard 

Boivin, Charles 

Boucher, Claude 

Boucher, Pierre  * 

Bouencha, Pierre 

                         
8 Ibid., p. 71. 
9 Quoted in Jury, pp. 8-9. 
10 Marcel Trudel, Catalogue des immigrants, 1632-1662, Montréal: Éditions Hurtubise, 1983, p. 86. 
11 Jury, p. 50, quoting J. B., "Les Frères Boivin", Le Bulletin des Recherches Historiques (Pierre-Georges Roy, 

Lévis, Québec, 1941), vol. xlvii, p. 309. 
12 Ibid., p. 50. 
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Bourcier, Joseph (Desforges) 

Garon, Jean 

Cartron, Daniel (Carteron) 

Cauchon, Pierre (Cochon) 

Caulmont, Jacques 

Chastillon, Jean [Mignault dit] * 

Cote, Louis  * 

Couture, Guillaume  * 

Desfosses 

Desgroseillers, Médard Chouart  * 

Dornais, François 

Douart, Jacques 

Gendron, François 

Giffard, Nicolas 

Guerin, Jean 

Guist, Jean 

Joliet 

Lambert, Eustache  * 

Le Coq, Robert 

Lefebvre, Marin 

Leger, Adrien 

Le Mercier, Jean 

Le Moyne, Charles  * 

Levrier, Jacques 

Loisier, Guillaume (Losier) 

Michel 

Moliere, Joseph 

Montreuil, Nicolas 

Oliveau, Pierre 

Panis, Charles (Panie) 

Pelletier, Jean  * 

Pinar, Louis  * 

Racine, Etienne  * 

Regnault, Christophe (Renant) 

Roger 

Rolland (Rolan) 

Scot, Dominic 

Tourmente, Pierre 

Source: Mémoires de la Société Généalogique, Vol. XXI, No. 3, Juillet-Aout-Septembre 1970, p. 188 

 

Last names were published in all caps, so I did not add accents. 
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A Visit to Sainte-Marie 

 
 

 
  

On September 24, 1995, my brother, Lou, and I visited Midland, Ontario.   
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I was delighted to find that one of the reconstructed houses is labeled as the house of Charles Boivin.  In 

the morning chill, we warmed our hands at the hearth-fire.  We walked through the rooms of this house 

and examined the models of authentic seventeenth-century tools and furniture.  Sainte-Marie allows 

hands-on exploration.  The actual tools and other items found during the excavation are preserved in a 

museum on the site.  The door lock is obviously hand-made 
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In the garden we stared in astonishment at sunflowers, 14 or 16 inches in diameter, towering above us.  

Beans, too, seemed unnaturally large. 

 

 
  

  We climbed a stairway to stand on the platform of a bastion and look out over the wooden palisade, 

imagining the emotions of those who had strained their eyes watching for the attacking Iroquois that 

never arrived. 
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We visited the pigs and sows in their muddy compound and watched a guide in costume chopping wood.   

 

 
 

The narrowness of the canal within the compound surprised me:  just wide enough for a canoe to pass, yet 

wide enough to carry in all of the goods and livestock that were transported from Montréal and Québec 

City.   
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We entered the barracks and the Jesuit residences where black robes hung from wooden pegs.  A copy of 

one of the Jesuit letters lay on a small desk with a quill pen nearby.   

 

Both the chapel and the Church of St. Joseph displayed intricately embroidered altar cloths.   

 

 
Chapel 
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We walked through the Native area, with its wigwams, longhouse, and hospital.  How confused the native 

peoples must have been when they contracted European diseases such as smallpox and influenza.   

 

 
  

A guide in the costume of a donné told us of the dramas that are performed during the peak of the tourist 

season.  He himself had played the part of Charles Boivin.  He recalled the confusing emotions he felt as 

he acted out the torching of the mission.  Whether Charles did or did not set the ruinous fire, something 

that cannot be proven, the director had decided, for dramatic purposes, that it was appropriate for the 

creator to also be the destroyer. 

  

After the mission is closed for the season, school children spend week ends there “roughing it,” living as 

the original inhabitants did in the seventeenth century and practicing their crafts.  346 years [in 1995] 

after its destruction, the mission is resurrected, serving as an inspiration and a learning environment for 

today's generation.  

Suzanne Boivin Sommerville 


