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Christmas in New France 

Catherine Cangany, PhD (ccangany@gmail.com) 

 

In the public imagination (and on Québec tourism websites), “Christmas in New France” conjures up a 

certain set of Currier & Ives-style images.  Joyful carolers, cheeks reddened from the cold.  Lavish gifts 

piled under a Christmas tree studded with lighted candles.  A sumptuous roast goose or meat pie 

(tourtière), with yule logs for dessert.  Moonlit sleighrides across a silvery snowscape.   

 

Despite their timeless qualities, most contemporary ideas about how a “traditional” Christmas looks, 

smells, feels, and sounds (except for feasting and drinking, which had developed in the centuries after 

Christ’s death) are not terribly old.  They are products, like Currier & Ives lithographs, of a larger 

movement among Victorian Britons and Americans that invented new Christmas traditions amidst 

rampant industrialization and commercialization.1 

 

Take Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, first published in 1843.  The novella itself was born of 

capitalism.  Due to poor sales of Martin Chuzzlewit (first serialized earlier that same year), Dickens found 

himself strapped for cash.  His frazzled publishers threatened to reduce his income further.  Enter A 

Christmas Carol, which Dickens dashed off in just six weeks and then paid to publish, in a bid to stay 

afloat.  Despite strong sales, the novella’s steep production costs ensured Dickens would not become 

wealthy, but it did save his career.  2018 marked A Christmas Carol’s 175th anniversary.  In all that time, 

it has never been out of print.2 

 

Capitalism also sits at the heart of Dickens’ plot.  Although some scholars have positioned A Christmas 

Carol as a Christian allegory, it can also be read as a secular story rooted in industrialization and profit.  

By tale’s end, the greedy, selfish, and reclusive miser, Ebeneezer Scrooge, happily and munificently 

spends his hoarded savings on those in need.  He has learned an important lesson less spiritual and more 

material:  the wealthy exist to relieve the suffering of the poor.3 

 

In the two centuries before A Christmas Carol’s publication, Christmas—and particularly Christmas in 

New France—was a distinctly different celebration, not yet inextricably intertwined with capitalism.  The 

earliest records of Christmas in Canada come from the writings of the French Jesuit missionaries working 

among Native populations.  They reflect the diverse and multicultural consequences of colonialism.   

 

In 1643—200 years to the day before A Christmas Carol was published—Jesuit priest Jean de Brébeuf 

had been living and working among the Hurons of Georgian Bay for nearly twenty years.  He had arrived 

in New France in 1625 at the age of 32.  The following year, he began his work with the Hurons, perhaps 

beginning his study of the Hurons’ language, Wendat, from the Récollet priests who had ministered 

periodically to the population.  He also likely worked with Native Wendat-speakers, including 

Amantacha (who may have been Haudenosaunee, the confederacy of tribes the French called Iroquois]) 

and Joseph Chihoatenhwa.  Within two years, Brébeuf had mastered enough of the language to begin 

writing canticles, although his earliest efforts reveal that he was still learning.4 

 
1 Judith Flanders, “Victorian Christmas,” “Discovering Romantics and Victorians,” British Library (2014): 

https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/victorian-christmas.  Simon Callow, “Charles Dickens and the 

Victorian Christmas Feast,” “Discovering Romantics and Victorians,” British Library (2017): 

https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/a-victorian-christmas-feast 
2 Kat Eschner, “Why Charles Dickens Wrote ‘A Christmas Carol,’” Smithsonian Magazine (December 19, 2016): 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/why-charles-dickens-wrote-christmas-carol-180961507/ 
3 For an example of the allegorical camp, see Grace Moore, Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol: Text Guide (St. 

Kilda, Victoria, Australia: Insight Publications, 2011), 57. 
4 René Latourelle, “Jean de Brébeuf” in Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online: 

http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/brebeuf_jean_de_1E.html.  John Steckley, ed. and trans., De Religione: Telling the 

https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/victorian-christmas
https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/a-victorian-christmas-feast
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/why-charles-dickens-wrote-christmas-carol-180961507/
http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/brebeuf_jean_de_1E.html
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In 1643, nearly twenty years into his study of Wendat, Brébeuf composed his most famous work, what 

today is known as the “Huron Carol,” a canticle designed to teach the Christmas story: “Jesous Ahatonia” 

(“Jesus, He is Born,” or, more literally, “Jesus, He Has Just Been Made”).  Impressively, Brébeuf, by then 

“fluent,” seems to have composed it in Wendat.  A French-language version, loosely based on the original 

and containing fewer overt references to Huron culture, was not recorded until 1899.5 

 

“Jesous Ahatonia” combines the ideas of the “Magnum Mysterium” with the melody of a popular 

sixteenth-century French folk song about the Virgin Mary, “Une Jeune Pucelle” (“A Young Maid”).  

Historian and Wendat scholar John Steckley has surmised that Brébeuf chose the folk song for its “tonal 

similarities to the songs of the Huron or Wendat people.”6 

 

Steckley has inventoried numerous Wendat words concerning singing, including the noun root rend, 

meaning, variously, “song, dance, prayer, spell.”  The interconnectedness of song and prayer—equally 

true for seventeenth-century Huron and French cultures—made music an obvious vehicle for 

proselytization.  The melody Brébeuf chose was meant to be infectious, his cunningly delivered 

message—in the singers’ and hearers’ own tongue—transformative.7 

 

As hymnologist Hugh McKellar has noted, what is particularly noteworthy about Brébeuf’s canticle is 

that Christ’s birth is not presented as “an event which happened far away and long ago.”  Rather, there is 

an immediacy captured in the carol’s title (“Jesus, He Has Just Been Made”).  Christ’s birth becomes a 

current event, reexperienced each Christmas, not by ancient Bethlehemites, but by early-modern Native 

peoples in the upper Great Lakes: God’s personal revelation to the Hurons.  McKellar has also praised 

Brébeuf’s ability to cut to the heart of Christianity’s message: “nor does he linger on the details; what 

matters for him is the immediacy of the incarnation and the difference it can make in the lives not just of 

the Huron[s], but of believers in any culture.”8 

 

McKellar’s appraisals are generous to a seventeenth-century colonizer, particularly given Brébeuf’s 

purpose, made manifest in his lyrics.  Steckley’s translation of the first verse reads: “Have courage, you 

who are humans. Jesus, he is born. / Behold, the spirit who had us as prisoners, domestic animals, has 

fled.  / Do not listen to it, as it corrupts our minds, the spirit of our thoughts.”  Here, Brébeuf lays bare his 

intentions, as spoken by a fellow Huron: to convince community members—in Wendat—that their 

traditional religion is false and has caged and polluted them.9 

 

Because it is perpetually Christmas in Brébeuf’s canticle, redemption is also perpetually possible.  The 

last verse concludes with the Hurons’ glorious moment of consciousness as they commit themselves to 

 
Seventeenth-Century Jesuit Story in Huron to the Iroquois (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), 11-

14.  John Steckley, “Huron Carol: A Canadian Cultural Chameleon,” British Journal of Canadian Studies 27, No. 1 

(March 2014): 55-74, 58, 60-61, fn 8 on 73.  Steckley notes that in his earliest efforts at writing in Wendat, Brébeuf 

“exhibited the noun bias of a European speaker,” before becoming comfortable “express[ing] most of those same 

[Christian] concepts with well-formed Huron verbs” (59). 
5 Ibid, 59, 65.  Ernest Myrand, Noëls anciens de la Nouvelle France, 2nd ed. (Québec: LaFlamme & Proulx, 1907), 

78-79. 
6 John Goddard, “Scholar sole speaker of Huron language,” Toronto Star (December 24, 2007): 

https://www.thestar.com/news/ontario/2007/12/24/scholar_sole_speaker_of_huron_language.html.  Steckley, 

“Huron Carol,” 55, 58. 
7 Steckley, “Huron Carol,” 57. 
8 Hugh D. McKellar, Hymn Texts in the Aboriginal Languages of Canada: Three Historical-Bibliographical Studies, 

Vol. 3, “The Huron Carol Jesous Ahatonhia” (Ft. Worth: Hymn Society in the USA and Canada, 1992).  For 

McKellar quotations, see Donald C. Nevile’s review of McKellar’s work in Consensus, Vol. 21, No. 2 (1995): 

http://scholars.wlu.ca/consensus/vol21/iss2/26 
9 Steckley, “Huron Carol,” 63. 

https://www.thestar.com/news/ontario/2007/12/24/scholar_sole_speaker_of_huron_language.html


Michigan’s Habitant Heritage (MHH), Vol. 40, #4, October 2019 

 

 

195 

 

Christ: “We will give to him praise, honour for his name.’ / ‘Let us show reverence for him, as he comes 

to be compassionate with us.”  They then speak, as one, directly to him: “It is providential that you love 

us and think, ‘I should make them part of my family.’”  Through Brébeuf, the Huron people choose Christ 

and tell him, personally, that he is destined to bring them into the Christian fold.  In song form, the priest 

sanctifies his own mission.10 

 

And yet, “Jesous Ahatonia” is more than mere imperial earworm, a dangerously catchy piece of music.  

For one, Brébeuf attempts to define, sincerely, theological concepts for which Wendat seems to have had 

no exact equivalents.  Some concepts are fairly straightforward.  In the second verse, Brébeuf refers to 

angels as “spirits, coming with a message for us, sky people.”  He alludes to wise men: “Three have left 

for such a place, they are Elders.’ / A star that has just risen, appeared over the horizon, leads them 

there.”11 

 

Other theological concepts required deeper knowledge of Huron culture to translate meaningfully.  When 

the wise men reach the manger, Brébeuf describes their reverence of the Christ child: “Behold, they have 

arrived there and have seen Jesus. / They praised a name many times, saying ‘Hurray, he is good in 

nature.’”  And to convey the wise men’s worship of Christ, Brébeuf explains, “They greeted him with 

respect, greasing his scalp many times, saying, ‘Hurray!’”  In both instances, Brébeuf reveals such a 

convincing grasp of Huron customs, language, and expressions that John Steckley hypothesizes that 

Joseph Chihoatenhwa may have served as the canticle’s “collaborator,” helping the priest refine and 

polish his ideas and words.  Regardless of the degree to which “Jesous Ahatonia” embodies cross-cultural 

authorship, more fundamentally, it captures the inherent tension of the Jesuit mission: it required of its 

missionaries a deep, nuanced knowledge of indigenous culture and lifeways, even as it demanded their 

abandonment and erasure in the name of “true religion.”12 

 

Jean de Brébeuf’s crusade to convert through music worked.  Among the Hurons who adopted 

Catholicism, at least, some sang Brébeuf’s canticle.  It seems to have meant something to them—at least, 

according to the Jesuit recorders.  Twenty-five years after Brébeuf wrote “Jesous Ahatonia,” the first 

reference to the carol turns up in a 1668 report of the Jesuit mission to the Hurons at L’Annonciation de 

Notre Dame, near Québec.  The priest wrote with the inspiring news of “the holy death of a Huron girl 

named Thérèse.  She died on Christmas day, in the year 1668, at 14 years of age . . . During her illness, 

she often asked her mother, ‘When is it that J E S U S  will be born?’ At length being told, on Christmas 

eve, that he would be born that night, she began to sing, ‘JESUS is going to be born’— which is an air 

sung by the Hurons on Christmas Festivals.”  In short, although the priest had to explain the canticle to 

his European audience, it lived on in New France long after Brébeuf had composed it in 1643.  

Christianized Hurons sang it.  And they seem to have taken comfort in the immediacy and annual rebirth 

of the messiah.13 

 

Particularly, after the Hurons’ devastating 1649 defeat at the hands of the Haudenosaunee during the 

Beaver Wars—a conflict over control of the lucrative fur trade—Christmas in Huronia was a decidedly 

sober affair, marked by religious singing.  So too was it for the habitants of Québec, who also observed 

the day with bell-ringing, a military salute, religious services, Holy Communion, and benedictions.  In 

1647 Father Jérôme Lalemant, provincial superior of the Jesuits in Canada from 1645 to 1650, recorded 

the day for posterity: 

 

 
10 Ibid, 65. 
11 Ibid, 63-64. 
12 Ibid, 64-65.  For Steckley’s hypothesis about Joseph Chihoatenhwa’s involvement, see 61. 
13 Reuben Gold Thwaites, ed., Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents 52 (Cleveland: Burroughs Brothers, 1899), 

French original: 239, 241; English translation: 240, 242. 
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On Christmas eve, at night, we assembled as usual—that is to say, at ½ past 11.  We sang hymnos et 

Cantica . . . — Hœc dies or Hœc nox est, and then laudate pueri, Sancta et Immaculata, and (lætatus sum in 

his). Item, hœc nox est, and lauda hierusalem dominum, — repeating everything in the manner of Anthems; 

and, lastly, Noe, noe, etc.; and, at the end, Te deum, — during which we had the bell rung for mass, as 

presuming that it was the hour of midnight. The fort fired 5 shots at the Te deum. The sermon took place 

after dinner; that is best; and all that went well.  Father Paul Le Jeune said mass from ½ past 6, until 8; I, 

after that, my third mass; and Father dequen at 10 o’clock. There were three consecrated loaves — those of 

the Toolmakers, the Surgeons, and the bakers.  There were benedictions, as last year, at the Hospital and 

Ursuline nuns’; and for this benediction, hœc nox est or hœc dies, laudate, etc.; sancta et Immaculata; a 

Noe, Tantum ergo sacramentum, etc.  The Blessed Sacrament was exposed there from 3 o’clock.14 

 

Even on this seemingly straightforward, solemn occasion, Lalemant was disappointed in the inexactitude 

of the frontier community’s observances.  Making some notes to himself about the Christmas eve fires 

that had been lit for the midnight mass, Lalemant complained, “There were too many kettles at the 

Church for the midnight mass, — two are enough, with Monsieur the governor’s, — and they were 

kindled too late; consequently, it was necessary to have them removed; there were 5 or 6 of them.”15 

 

For French priests, habitants, and converted Native peoples living in colonial Canada, Christmas was 

exclusively a religious holiday, a time for serious reflection, solemn prayer, abstinence, and penitence that 

lasted the entire season of Advent (the four Sundays preceding Christmas, through Christmas Day).  

Lalemant’s description of Christmas in 1647 includes mention of back-to-back masses—even more than 

the customary three masses at Christmas: the midnight or angels’ mass of Christmas Eve, the dawn or 

shepherds’ mass of the early morning, and the king’s mass of Christmas Day.  Lalemant’s parishioners 

had at least four and perhaps even seven masses at Christmas.  In short, colonists and converted Native 

peoples were in church often in New France, and especially at Christmas. 

 

As the Advent season was not a time for festivities and celebrations, French colonists undertook these 

pastimes in the post-Christmas, pre-Lent season, coinciding with the fur-trade’s seasonal slowdown.  To 

fill the empty days, French Canadians turned to feasting and revelry.  One form of post-Christmas 

merriment especially popular in French Detroit—occurring as often as three times per week—was known 

as the cariole party, named for the horse-drawn sleigh that served as the event’s transportation.  A cariole 

party was a winter potluck dinner featuring music and dancing.  It typically consisted of 15 to 20 couples 

traveling together in a caravan, riding back and forth across the frozen Detroit River, before and after 

their dinner destination.16 

 

In 1815 Michigan territorial secretary William Woodbridge offered one of the most detailed descriptions 

of this ancient custom: “These Canadians talk frequently of riding for 40 miles at the rate of 10 miles an 

hour in this way. They will set out after dinner & ride to the River Raisin on the ice (36 miles [away]) to a 

ball or on a party. At this time the ice of . . . Lake [Erie] . . . furnishes a most excellent road to Lower 

Sandusky, which a French carriole will go in a day if they will.”17 

 

Once the cariole party arrived at its destination, the festivities began.  British officer Thomas Hughes, 

stationed in Detroit in 1788, became something of an authority on the custom: “About twelve o’clock 

[they] have sufficient [numbers] to make a country dance; the dancing lasts till three—then dinner comes 

in and at five they all go to their carrioles with the musick at their head—and so proceed in great order to 

the Fort [at Detroit]. They seldom have less than forty or fifty persons, generally about thirty carrioles, 

 
14 Gold, Jesuit Relations 30 (Cleveland: Burroughs Brothers, 1898), 197, 199. 
15 Ibid, 199. 
16 Catherine Cangany, Frontier Seaport: Detroit’s Transformation into an Atlantic Entrepôt (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2014), 61. 
17 Quoted in ibid. 



Michigan’s Habitant Heritage (MHH), Vol. 40, #4, October 2019 

 

 

197 

 

and as they have rules to prevent passing each other on the ice, it has a very pretty effect. My health 

prevented my going to any more than one of these parties, but it was the most agreeable thing of the kind 

I was ever at, as there’s no more ceremony than what is necessary to restrain rudeness.”18 

 

Aside from the thrill of sliding back and forth across the ice in the sleighs, cariole parties were known for 

the sumptuous feasts that awaited the participants at their dinner destination.  William Woodbridge 

observed tables laden with “Geese, Turkies, fowls of all kinds, pastry etc. . . . wine, brandy, spirits etc. . . . 

tea, coffee, cake etc.”  The quantity and types of food and drink called for extra serving dishes.  As that 

same British soldier noted in 1788, the gathering’s organizers were keen to “write down a very good 

dinner calculated for the number of subscribers, and then send a small note to each house telling the 

person what he is to bring in his carriole—the families generally bring the meat part and the single men 

the wine and porter. Each gentleman likewise carries two plates with knives and forks and two glasses.”19 

 

For all the eating, drinking, and revelry that transpired during cariole parties, the other major component 

of a modern Christmas celebration—gift-giving—was conspicuously absent.  French-Canadians saved the 

exchange of gifts for New Year’s Day.  Father Jérôme Lalemant wrote from Québec in 1647 to detail how 

the religious and political powers rang in the new year: 
 

On the 1st [of January], I went at the 2nd bell for mass to salute Monsieur the governor.  The hospital nuns 

sent . . . two boxes of Lemon-peel by a man.  The Ursulines sent . . . a keg of prunes, A Rosary, and a paper 

Image—to wit, a large-sized Crucifix.  There were sent to us, by Monsieur the governor, 4 capons, two 

bustards [turkeys], and 8 young pigeons; by others, some 10 or 12 pieces of other poultry.20 

 

With the exception of religious iconography, the church mostly received food.  The poultry, and 

potentially the prunes, would have been found and prepared locally—a welcome addition to meager 

winter stores.  The lemon peel was likely imported at significant cost, a precious luxury gift meant to 

convey the recipient’s high esteem. 

 

Lalemant also recorded all the gifts the Catholic Church gave to its supporters, laborers, and associates in 

Québec: four capons and a bustard to the Sillery Mission (a regifting of some of the governor’s presents), 

religious books written by Jesuit priests, pictures of St. Joseph, moccasins to the servants, cakes of candle 

wax, penknives and silver-handled knives, medals, reliquaries, and—befitting a religious organization 

that also worked the fur trade—musk-scented rosaries.21 

 

The practice of giving gifts on New Year’s Day persisted among francophones in what was once New 

France through, at least, the early twentieth century—even after anglophones had switched their gift-

giving over to Christmas, as in Dickens’ A Christmas Carol.  In Montréal in 1905, right after Christmas, 

Santa Claus supposedly told the local newspaper, “I have been very busy since I arrived . . . Luckily, half 

of my work is done, having [already] visited the whole western end of the city [where les Anglais live], 

from Saint-Laurent Street to the western edge of Westmount.  I’ve set next week aside for my dear little 

[French] Canadians, who, I hope, will be happy with me on the morning of New Year’s Eve.”22 

 

 
18 Quoted in ibid, 61-62. 
19 Both passages quoted in ibid, 62. 
20 Thwaites, Jesuit Relations 30 (1898), 153. 
21 Ibid, 153, 155. 
22 Au Bon Marché advertisement, La Presse, December 22, 1905, p. 26.  Quoted in Jean-Philippe Warren, 

“Christmas Celebrations,” Encyclopedia of French Cultural Heritage in North America: 

http://www.ameriquefrancaise.org/en/article-478/Christmas_Celebrations.html#6  My thanks to Suzanne Boivin 

Sommerville for this reference. 

http://www.ameriquefrancaise.org/en/article-478/Christmas_Celebrations.html#6
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Like Christmas gifts, Christmas decorations, as we know them today, were also largely a nineteenth-

century development, including Christmas trees and family crèches.  In seventeenth- and eighteenth-

century North America, crèches and crèche figurines were the exclusive domain of churches.  Even 

wealthy aristocrats, who certainly owned them in France, did not have them in the New World.  But 

because of the difficulty of importing crèches figurines from France, churches turned to a different 

source.  Ursuline nuns at the Québec mission began crafting them by hand in 1640.  Made of beeswax, 

they came in all different sizes and scales and were remarkably detailed, with glass eyes, genuine human 

hair, and robes of cotton or linen.  Eventually, the nuns expanded their operation beyond the Christ child 

to make all the figures of the crèche, including animals and angels.23   

 

As a forward-thinking missionary, Québec’s Jesuit priest Jérôme Lalemant was also responsible for 

distributing wax figures of Christ to Native converts.  Much like Brébeuf’s Huron Carol, the figures were 

meant to be teaching and conversion tools.  And they worked!  The new custom soon traveled beyond 

Québec.  In 1675 at the Jesuit Mission at St. Ignace, at the base of Michigan’s upper peninsula, one of the 

priests noted, “The ceremonies that took place at Christmas, by which these good Savages honored the 

Infant Jesus in the cradle, are astonishing: it is impossible to witness them without being touched with 

devotion at seeing Our Lord cause his infancy to triumph in the midst of infidelity.”24 

 

The St. Ignace Mission in Michigan had been founded four years earlier in 1671, named for the founder 

of the Jesuit order, St. Ignatius of Loyola.  It was also the name of another mission in New France, the St. 

Ignace Mission outside what is now Toronto.  In 1649, six years after writing “Jesous Ahatonia,” Jean de 

Brébeuf was taken captive during the Beaver Wars.  In 1649 at this northern St. Ignace, Brébeuf was 

ritually tortured and executed by his Haudenosaunee captors.  They were so impressed by his stoic 

resistance to the pain that they ate his heart and drank his blood to absorb his courage.  281 years after his 

death, Brébeuf was canonized in 1930, proclaimed one of the patron saints of Canada in 1940.25 

 

Nearly 200 years after Brébeuf’s death, Charles Dickens penned his most enduring work, A Christmas 

Carol.  Brébeuf would not have recognized much of the materialism-driven Christmas celebrations that 

festoon the novella.  But he might have appreciated the impact that culture—whether song, artwork, or 

story—can have on a transfixed audience.  He may even have shared something of the Christmas spirit, as 

explained by Ebeneezer Scrooge’s nephew, Fred: “I am sure I have always thought of Christmas-time . . 

.—apart from the veneration due to its sacred name and origin, if anything belonging to it can be apart 

from that—as a good time; a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time; the only time I know of, in the 

long calendar of the year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely, 

and to think of people below them as if they really were fellow-passengers to the grave, and not another 

race of creatures bound on other journeys.  And therefore, uncle, though it has never put a scrap of gold or 

silver in my pocket, I believe that it has done me good, and will do me good; and I say, God bless it!”26 

 

 

 
23 “Figures of the Crèches in Canada,” Christmas: Religious Ceremonies in France and Canada (1995),VMC: 

http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/edu/ViewLoitLo.do;jsessionid=808EFCE5FA2D58C83CA61DF5C1D66854?method

=preview&lang=EN&id=6331 
24 Ibid.  Thwaites, Jesuit Relations 59 (1899), 217. 
25 Christophe Regnaut, “A veritable Account of the Martyrdom and Blessed death of Father Jean de Bréboeuf and of 

Father Gabriel L’Alemant, in New France, in the country of the Hurons, by the Iroquois, enemies of the Faith” 

(1649) in Ibid, 34 (1898): 23-37.  Latourelle, “Jean de Brébeuf,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online. 
26 Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol (London: Chapman & Hall, 1843), stave three. 

http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/edu/ViewLoitLo.do;jsessionid=808EFCE5FA2D58C83CA61DF5C1D66854?method=preview&lang=EN&id=6331
http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/edu/ViewLoitLo.do;jsessionid=808EFCE5FA2D58C83CA61DF5C1D66854?method=preview&lang=EN&id=6331
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Jesuit Étienne Thomas de Villeneuve Girault’s late-eighteenth-century transcription of “Jesous 

Ahatonia” (italics), interwoven with John Steckley’s English translation (bold)27: 

 

Estennialon de tson8e Ies8s ahatonnia 

Have courage, you who are humans. Jesus, he is born. 

Onna8ate8a d’oki n’on8andask8aentak 

Behold, the spirit who had us as prisoners, domestic animals, has fled. 

Ennonchien sk8atrihotat n’on8andilonrachatha 

Do not listen to it, as it corrupts our minds, the spirit of our thoughts. 
 
Aloki onkinnhache eronhialeronnon 

They are spirits, coming with a message for us, the sky people. 
Iontonk ontatiande ndio sen tsatonnharonnion 

They are coming to say, ‘Be on top of life, rejoice!’ 

8arie onna8ak8eton ndio sen tsatonnharonnion 

‘Mary has just given birth, come one, rejoice.’ 

 

Achink ontahonrask8a d’hatirih8annens 

‘Three have left for such a place; they are Elders.’ 

Tichion halonniondetha onh8a ahatren 

A star that has just risen, appeared over the horizon, leads them there. 

Ondaie te hahahak8a tichion halonniondetha 

He will seize the path, lead the way, a star that leads them there. 

 

Tho ichien stahation tethotondi Ies8s 

As they arrived there, where he was born, Jesus. 
Ahoatatende tichion stanchitea8ennion 

The star was at the point of stopping, he was not far past it. 

Ahalonatorenten iatonk atsion sken 

Having found someone for them, he says, ‘Come here.’ 

 

Onne ontahation chiahonalen Ies8s 

Behold, they have arrived there and have seen Jesus. 

Ahatichiennonniannon kahachia handialon 

They praised a name many times saying, ‘Hurray, he is good in nature.’ 

Te honannonrank8annion ihontonk oerisen 

They greeted him with respect, greasing his scalp many times, saying, ‘Hurray!’ 

 

Te ek8atatennonten ahek8achiendaen 

‘We will give to him praise, honour for his name.’ 

Ti hek8annonronk8annion de son8entenrade. 

‘Let us show reverence for him, as he comes to be compassionate with us.’ 

8toleti sk8annonh8e ichierhe akennonhonstha 

It is providential that you love us, and think ‘I should make them part of my family.’ 

 
27 Adapted from Steckley, “Huron Carol,” 63-65.  Celtic singer Heather Dale has produced a Wendat, French, and 

English version of “Jesous Ahatonia”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PCyD0FPb36U 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PCyD0FPb36U

