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and Dr. Howard nominated Bernard DevIin and George Clerk as the Society's

representatives. ''This motion was about being carried", the petition read, when Mr. M.P.

Ryan, City Counsellor, seconded Mr. Isidore MalIen, proposed that a third delegate be

nominated"l 1, arguing that Montreal, with a population ofclose to 50 000, was entitIed to

the same representation as smaIier cities, who were accorded two. To that end, Ryan and

MalIen nominated W.P. Bartley. "The resolution being put, there was a good deal ofill

feeling manifest", during which the signatories contended that "disgraceful" debate

ensued. Ryan, Malien and "several who felt that their proposition was a reasonabIe one"

withdrew from the proceedings, accusing Howard and Sadlier ofundertaking '\vithout

consulting any of the undersigned not only to propose one but to dictate to the

Congregation two delegates" left the room. Their primary complaint, in which the echoes

of the 1847 brouhaha were more than faintly audible, was that the "reasonable" proposai

to consider a third deiegate was to be put to a show ofhands. "No report ofthe

proceedings cao appear which will not bear out the faets therein stated", the petition

continued, urging Dowd to intervene and resolve a dispute for the sake of'1he unity of

sentiment" which shouid prevail among Catholics". On January 15th, a notice appeared

in the Transcript announcing that a meeting ofthe 'TIissentionists from the proceedings

held Suoday last" would take place that evening at O'Meara's restaurant. There, the

counsei ofFather Dowd was invited, and bis response to the crisis in the Society's ranks

came swiftly.

At an extraordinary meeting ofthe Society called 00 Tuesday, February 12th, and

heId at a room adjoining the old Recollet church which had once served as the nexus of

the Montreal Irish Catholic congregation, the dissolution of the Society was proposed and

unanimously carried. The Resolution ofthe meeting began by ooting that the Society

had "heard the wish of the Catholic Clergy c1early expressed, for good purposes--that it

Ilthe original petitio~ undated and uocatalogued, is deposited in the Saint Patrick's
Society collection at the Archives of Saint Patrick's Basilica.
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should be dissolved in order that another Society should be formed which would embrace

elements now divided in which jealous feelings wouid be extinguished"lz. The minutes

then noted that "there are conflicting opinions opposing parties amongst the Irish

inhabitants ofthis city....(and) therefore the Society approves ofthe decided part taken by

the Clergy, who have no persona! object to serve" and no interest but '1:he welfare,

respectability and happiness oftheir countrymen". The Society resolved to act on the

advice ofthe clergy "and propose that immediate action should be taken in accordance

with advice rendered them by guides by whom tbey as their forefathers were never

forsaken". Immediately, a resolution dissolving the Society was passed, followed by a

vote to place the property of the Society in the trust of the "Clergy of Saint Patrick's

Church".

Four days Jater, the Young Men's Saint Patrick's Association held a Special

General Meeting at its rooms on St. Helen Street--the meeting was described in the

Transcript as having been "numerously attended"; its purpose was to disband the Society

in compliance "with the Reverend Clergy of St. Patrick's congregation". There was

considerable debate over whether or not the terms of the Association's Constitution

permitted its dissolution, but a motion passed that the article in question "was never

contempJated as a barrier against the interference of our clergy to dissolve the same-they

having recommended and earnestly requested a dissolution of this Associarion"13. One

group of members argued for an adjournment-that resolution passed with "only nineteen

members" in favour. Further debate erupted, at which rime several supporters of the

adjournment withdrew, in protest ofthe vote as unconstiturional, and the resolution

dissolving the Society was put to a vote, passing 36-21. But the debate did not end there:

nineteen members of the Association proceeded to submit to the Secretary, Charles

Sharpley, a protest, which he judged "illegal"."Resolved", one ofthe meeting's official

12Ibid.
13 Transcript, February 16, 1856.



•

•

declarations read, belying the heated confliet which had transpired:

That we, the members of this Association, cannot now separate without
calling to mind the many happy hours and the social intercourse we have
enjoyed together since the formation of this body; and the Irish sentiment
and brotherly love which have characterised us during that rime, will ever
animate us throughout our lives14

•

Although the dissolution of the Association had been effected, it had occasioned

considerable opposition. The Witness enjoyed the spectacle, editorialising from the

sidelines that the French Canadian members ofthe Institut canadien had shown more

resolve in the face of clerical pressure than their young Irish co-religionists:

When the young French Canadians forming the Institut canadien
manifested a disposition to think and aet for themselves the priests, as a
matter ofcourse, tried in every way to smother them under a majority of
patrons (sic) ofthe Church; but, failing in this, they established a rival
Institut, called the National. ..and the Institut national, instead ofbreaking
it down, has itself expired. But Irish young men of this city appear to have
less love of liberty or less resolution than the French, ifwe may judge
frOID circumstances which have recently transpired...the priests required
the Saint Patrick's Society and Young Men's St. Patrick's Society ofthis
city ta dissolve their respective organisations and form themselves into
one National Society--in sorne way that will be more satisfactory to their
spiritual guides. What has been the trouble we are not informed; but there
are sorne indications that the young men were beginning to think for
themselves, and, therefore, must be swamped by the ''beloved laity", who
are oider and better drilled....But the Junior St. Patrick's had rather a
stormy debate upon the matter, and at fust, according to the Hera/d,
declined ta submit to clerical dictation. At a subsequent meeting,
however-doubtless after the influence ofthe Church had been brought to
bear in various ways in private-the young men gracefully laid their necks
under the feet ofthe priests, in a series ofnotvery comprehensible
resolutions. What the priests are going to make ofthe Great United
Society, unless it be to have them drilled together in the Bonsecours
Market, we do not know; but we have no doubt that they have their pl~s,
and that those plans have references to the aggrandisement ofthe Church

14Transcript, February 23, 1856.
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On the dissolution of the Society, Father Dowd dispatched alerter, dated February

18, 1856, to Mr. Barclay, "President ofthe Late Saint Patrick's Society", expressing rus

"unquaiified admiration", along with that of~'my confreres, the priests", for the Society's

actions. "The sacrifice was made and made by aIl as if it cost nothing", he wrote, "not

for a moment was the path ofduty obscured by those passions too often attached to

societies as weIl as to individuals -you lost sight of self and every selfish interest and

notion in elevating your view to the great public goOd"16. '1:t may no longer be

questioned", Dowd continued, ''that you existed as a Society only with a view to supply a

public want and to advance the public good". The Society's decision, Dowd wrote,

would ensure them the "warm and lasting gratitude oftheir pastors, and it is regarded by

them not only as an example worthy of imitation by every Catholic Society" and as a

guarantor ofpeace and unanimity in "a great society" comprising men willing to "labour

together hand and soul for the good of religion and the honour ofour dear oid Erin".

Writing to the Chairman ofthe Preparatory Meeting ofthe new Saint Patrick's Society on

Fëbruary 21, Dowd entreated that the he "have the goodness to read the following

suggestions to the Meeting entering on the important business for which it was convened.

We request that favour for two reasons: first to contribute all in our power towards the

happy issue of its deliberations; and second, to show in the ooly way open to us the deep

and heart-felt interest we take in the vital object to promote, which aIl are at this moment

so happily invited"17. In his letter, Dowd recommended that the Committee charged with

drafting the constitution of the new national society be numerous, and represent ''the

collective experience and judgement" of many members; Dowd aIso recommended that

15Witness, February 27, 1856.
16 from a Ietter ofFebruary 18, 1856 in the collection ofPatrick Dowd deposited at the
Archives of Saint Patrick's Basilica.
Iï trom a letter ofFebruary 21, 1856 in the collection ofPatrick Dowd deposited at the
Archives of Saint Patrick's Basilica.



76

• each of the two late Societies-the Saint Patrick's and Young Mens' Saint Patrick' s

Association--contribute four members to the Committee7 each ofwhom was well-versed

in the rules and regulations ofthe dissolved organisations-as weIl as five representatives

"from the Congregation at large". Dowd then recommended in detail the process by

which a new Society Constitution wouid be drafted, underscoring that the resulting

document would be presented '~o the priests of Saint Patrick's Church for their

examination and approbation", and thereby be, from its formation, under Irish clerical

patronage. "Should the Clergy think any changes necessary", Dowd wrote7 '~hey will

give their opinion in writing, and send the point in question back to be considered by the

Committee". After having received the approbation of the clergy of the church, Dowd

recommended that the draft proceed to the Co-adjutor ofMontreal ''for bis lordship's

sanction". Dowd closed by insisting on a civil tone ofnegotiation, and by reminding the

committee that 'lhe interests of religion and the honour ofour oid Ireland are in your

bands...we leave them there satisfied that both are in good keeping." On March lst, in a

Ietter ta the Montreal Transcript, a Society member, identified only as "S. Mad" sounded

a chord of optimism: "now that both parties have honourably bowed to the will of their

pastor", he wrote, "may it be essentially hoped that unanimity of feeling and brotherly

love will characterise their proceedings at the approaching contest for honours".

It did not take long for!Wo new Societies to be constituted, and for the rhetorical

justifications for the division of the Society along religious lines to take shape. The True

Witness reported on March 287 1856 that a new Saint Patrick's Society had been

established, encompassing bath the oId Society and the Young Men's Saint Patrick's

Association with Dr. Howard at its helml8
• Its firs! meeting was at the Saint Patrick's

Hall, where a Committee was struck comprising severalleading members ofthe Irish.

Catholic community--among them Bernard Devlin7 Edward Murphy, J. Sadlier and Dr.

• 18Transcript, March 28, 1856.
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Howard-and charged with drafting a new Constitution. In announcing the new Society's

creation, the True Witness argued for the confessional identity with vigour, dismissing the

protests of the Society's Protestant former rnembers, who had aired their grievances in

the Colonial AdvertiserI 9
:

While to aIl true Irish Catholics, these appointments have given general
satisfaction, it is not strange and indeed hardly to be regretted, that they
have offended sorne two or three disappointed Orangemen, or bad
CathoIics, who are 50 close akin to Orangemen, that it is not easy to
distinguish the difference...

The True Witness proceeded to castigate those former members of the Society-described

as Protestant "gentry"-claiming that '1he burden of their song is, faithful ta its principles,

it (the Society) is essentially and wholly a Catholic Society, and that it will admit neither

Protestants nor Freemasons into its ranks. This is a compliment ofwhich the Saint

Patrick's Society May weIl be proud". The vein of the argument contained strains ofboth

ultramontane sectarianism and anti-Ascendancy political rhetoric. In a half satirical tone,

and using the language of anti-Catholicism which it imputed to the Protestant cohort, the

paper continued its invective by appropriating exclusively to Catholicism that mos!

venerated symbol of Irish Christian and national identity, the patron Saint Patrick:

For St. Patrick was himself a Catholic; a Papist, a believer in and
assiduous promulgator of, the ereors ofRomanism; and, as a worshipper of
the Body and Blood ofChrist under the species ofbread and wine in the
Adorable Sacrifice, was, ofcourse, according to the teachings of
Protestantism, an idolater. How ridiculous then would it not he for
Protestants ta seek admission iota a Society bearing the name ot: and
honouring as its patron, one who~ if consistent, they must look upon as
an idolater, and a promulgator oferror? And, if ridiculous on the part of
Protestants to seek admission inta a Saint Patrick's Society-a society
designated by the name ofa Popish Saint-how monstrous would it not be

19{Jnfortunately, the grievances alIuded to in the True Witness article, and enumerated in
the Colonial Advertiser, have been lost ta time: the extant collection ofthis paper does
not include the year 1856.
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on the part ofCatholics ta accede ta their ridiculous request? A "St.
Patrick's Society" is not ooly a national, but a religious~ Society--or why
the name ofSt. Patrick?
....No! If Irish Protestants want ta form themselves into a Society, theyare
welcome to do 50; but then let it be under a proper designation....Besides~
have not the Irish Protestants Orange Societies aIready? Are not these
enough for the~ without their seeking ta force themselves into Catholic
Societies, such as those bearing the glorious name of St. Patrick must be,
iftrue ta their principles? No! No! it is impossible ta serve God and
mammon; to be at one and the same rime a member ofa St. Patrick's
Society, and a Protestant.

A few weeks later, on April Il, 1856, the True Witness reported on "the most cheering

accounts of the progress ofthis truly Catholic and therefore-in the noblest sense ofthe

word--truly National Society"; it reported that one hundred new members had been

a~ded ta the rolls, confirming its report ofa week earlier that the "ranks ofthe new Saint

Patrick's Society" were "filling up fast'~.20 The Saint Patrick's Day dînner was held in

April, 1856 at O'Meara's restaurant-a relatively quiet affair~ owing to its rather hasty

organisation. On July 29th., Dr. Howard sent a letter ta ''Ignatius, Lord Bishop of

Montreal", asking~ in fulfilment ofFather Dowd's directives, for Episcopal approbation

of the Society' s new Constitution:

We would assure your Lordship of our firm adherence ta Holy Mother
Church, and obedience to Christ's Vicar, whom may Gad and ms Blessed
Mother protect against bis and our enemies. And to Your Lordship, as our
ChiefPastor officiator by the Holy See, over this Diocese, we offer our
filial obedience...
We beg leave to present your Lordship with a copy ofour Constitution, as
approved ofby our own reverend clergy of Saint Patrick's Church and by
his Lordship the Administrator ofthe Diocese during your Lordship's
absence whose kindness and consideration towards us we beg most
humblyand may almighty God's blessing (he) upon mm.... :!1

:!°True Witllesst April 4, 1856.
21 from a Ietter ofOctober 23, 1856, deposited in the collection ofthe Saint Patrick's
Society at the Archives ofthe Archevêché de Montréal
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In mid-August, the Archbishop replied to Howard's letter, offering his apologies

for the delay in responding, and noting that, as he had just arrived home from a

transatlantic voyage to Rome, there were many pressing matters to which he was tirst

obliged to attend. He also thanked the Society for their prayers as he was away, noting

that one ofhis colleagues had perished on a similar Atlantic crossing. "]'éprouve un

véritable bonheur en voyant que votre Société de St-Patrice a un but aussi religieux que

national", Bourget wrote, expressing his satisfaction that the essential charaeter of the

Irish nation was "la foi catholique"21. Bourget's response continued in this vein,

intertwining the Catholic faith ofthe Irish '"'nation" with the mission and character of the

new Society.

At the same rime as the Saint Patrick's Society was being reconstituted, under

clerical patronage, around an ethno-religious category, the ('"expelled" members of the

society were constituting themselves homologously in a ''Protestant'' Irish national

society. Invitations began circulating in the Irish Protestant community in early April

announcing a meeting to establish a "Hibemian Benevolent Society"23. In early May, the

papers reported the establishment ofan Irish Protestant Society, embracing '"'ail persons

not being Catholics", under the aegis oftwo members of the Protestant c1ergy, the

Unitarian Minister John Corclner and the Anglican priest A Digby Campbe1l24
• The new

Irish Protestant Benevolent Society had as its tirst president Benjamin Workman, ofthe

prominent Montreal family that had once featured on the roIls of the Saint Patrick's

Society.

The Protestants energetically protested their "expulsion" from the Society. At the

April meeting ofthe Irish Protestants ofthe city, with severa! hundred in attendance, R.D.

Collins rose to address the assembly; the Transcript later reported bis remarks:

llfrom a letter ofNovember 21, 1856, deposited in the collection ofthe Saint Patrick's
Society at the Archives of the Archevêché de Montréal
23Collard, The Irish Way, p. 14.
24Tnle Witness, May 2, 1856.
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..he said, he believed aIl the benefit societies ofMontreal relieved ail who
came to them, irrespective ofcreed; but the St. Patrick's Society, by its
recent acts, have made it impossible for their fellow countrymen to unite
with them. He did not believe they would gain much by it. He asked, if
because we cannot go to St.Patrick's Church, we are ta be deprived of the
privileges of Irishmen! Though he lived here he looked with pride and
satisfaction to bis native land. He was certain that a Society such as it is
proposed to form tbis evening was greatly wanted and would do a great
deai ofgood2S

•

At tirst, the assembled men agreed upon the name ofthe "Hibernian Benevolent

Society", but the Transcript reported, "There was a Hibernian Society aIready in the city,

and if we did not put the word Protestant there would be no distinction, and a Protestant

emigrant landing in this city in distress would not know which Society to apply ta". The

assembly then eleeted Richard MacDonnelI to draw up a constitution within two weeks.

Takingthe podium, MacDonnell accepted the task, then tuming to the events ofthe

previous months, expressed relief that previous speakers had refrained from "harsh and

bitter remarks", and "sorrow" for the course ofevents which had led to the disruption of

the Society. The Transcript reported MacDonnell's criticism of the newly reconstituted

Saint Patrick's Society, which had set "Irishmen ofdifferent religions" against each

other, so that '~ose who formerly participated together in national festivities" were now

estranged. The events of the past two months had "excited public attention, and was the

source ofsincere regret among the liberal-minded ofall creeds"; MacDonnell continued:

The leading feature ofthis Saint Patrick's Society was its intolerance and
compete exclusion ofIrish Protestants from membership.. _He felt assured
that there existed no man possessing an Irish heart who did not in secret, if
not in public, repudiate such exclusiveness, and who would not contrast
such intolerance with the past days of former Irish Societies, when
members ofaIl creeds assembled and marched in harmony through our
public streets. What national sentiment was it that created this
disruption? ..A duty was now incumbent on those present to provide
means to promote the interests of their fellow countrymen ofthe
Protestant religion. This necessity had been forced upon them by the

15Transcript, April 12, 1856
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conduct ofa majority of their countrymen, and the responsibility could not
be shirked...

Never skipping a beat--or an opportunity to cement seetarian division-the Witness

weighed in on April l6th with its observations ofthe division:

The recent, unscrupulous and unwarrantable conduet of the Roman
Catholic majority of the Saint Patrick's Society, in making it
denominational and thereby excluding the Protestant minority, has
provoked able and weil merited rebukes from our contemporary the
Protestant, and from severa! speakers at a meeting held last Thursday to
establish an Irish Protestant Charitable Society. It seems that though the
banners and insignias of the Saint Patrick's Society were, to a considerable
extent, paid for by former Protestant members, the Roman Catholics have,
by the advice of their priests, appropriated the whole to themselves
exclusively. Other national societies, such the Saint George's and Saint
Andrew's, admit natives of the countries they represent, without question
as to creed, and the Saint Patrick's Society, in taking its present narrow
sectarian stand, must either intend to affirm that none but Catholics are
Irishmen, or that it is no longer a national society. Perhaps with that
double-dealing, for which priests are so celebrated, it is to be commended
as a national society when it suits them (when, for instance they are asking
an act of incorporation for it, with large powers to hold property), and as a
Roman Catholic society at aIl other rimes.

The constitution ofthe Irish Protestant Benevolent Society homologously with the

"Catholic Society" demonstrated the reaIignment ofethnic categories by 1856. Later,

Protestants would more generally unite behind broader social objectives, transcending

ethnic and denominational boundaries in the establishment ofa variety of confessionally

based "Protestant institutions". By 1864, the various "Protestant" national fraternal

groups-the Saint Andrew's, Saint George's and Irish Protestant Benevaient societies-

proposed the co-operative establishment of a United Protestant Immigrants' Home.

By the 1840s, the Saint Patrick's Society had ceased ta function as a vehicle for

advancing a middie-cIasss interest; it was too divided to generate precepts of mutual

interest. Catholic ultramontanism anchored the new Society to a set of civic principles
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and to an authoritarian aegis which could provide both discipline to its ranks and

direction to its energies. Institution-building was set ta proceed along confessionallines,

and the increasing integration ofthe national societies into larger :r...10ntreal 'eprotestant"

and "CathoIic" projects augured a half-century ofethno-religious privatism.
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Conclusion

The narrative ofthe Saint Patrick's Society ofMontreal:p as it existed and evolved

in the years from its inception in 1834 to its dissolution twenty-two years later, viewed in

terms ofpersonalities and events:p and explored through the more particularistic lens of

micro-history, is replete with all the drama ofan institution dominated by mercurial men

and developing in tumultuous rimes. On this count alone, it is a valuable snapshot of

early- and mid-nineteenth-century Montreal and an instructive corrective ta the narrative

ofthe Irish in Quebec. Seen in broader terms, and allied with the narrative ofcivil

society and ethno-religious rea1ignment, the Society can be seen as part of larger

processses, sorne particuIar to Montreal society, sorne to colonial and British-influenced

culture, and sorne no legs than world-historical.

There is a tendency in many discussions of ultramontanism, Irish, French

Canadian or otherwise:p to focus on mercurial personalities: Lartigue and Bourget in the

case ofthe French Canadian clerics, Dowd especially in the literature ofIrish Montreal;

likewise, the narrative of ultramontane ascendancy in Ireland bas frequently coalesced

around the dynamic figure ofPaul Culleo, and in England around Cardinal Wiseman.

The precise reasons behind this historiographical development are unclear, although it

would seem that it tends to co-opt hierarchical and authority structures in theological

Catholicism, attributing a special supra-communal energy and agency to the priests in

much the same way as Catholic dogma does; the priestly classes are seen as a supreme

source ofauthority, and in Catholic hist0IY:t as the source ofsocial action.

Historiography has yet to break: the yoke ofboth theological Catholicism and rhetorical

anti-Popery by looking beyond, around or under the priestly figure for the locus of

confessional community. The historical interpretation oflocalised ultramontanism has
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left historians scrambling to find Iittle Pic Nonos for each community under study, in the

belief that a study ofthat man may shed the most light on the institutional and intelleetual

developments ofthe community to which he ministered. By introducing the concept of

"taxonomie space" in the study ofethnie processes in nineteenth century Montreal, l have

endeavoured ta place the broader context ofeonfessionalisation in more prominent relief:

but not at the expense ofthe importance ofarticulators of ethnic identity and

consciousness, who, like the men who provided the money and mortaI" of Saint Patriek's

Church, played a crucial role in defining the boundaries ofthe Irish Catholie category.

The Saint Patrick's Society's progress through the Rebellions and the polities of

the 1840s, to the seetarian debates ofthe 1850s, is closely allied to the narrative of

realignment both within and outside the Irish cohorts, the narrative ofultramontane

consolidation, Protestant evangelicalism, and processes ofboundary-redrawing within

the immigrant cohort. The middle-class association, examined within the matrix of

eeonomic and social processes and voluntarism, can aIso offer a compelling case for the

study ofmore world-historical processes ofcivil society and middle-class corporatism

within the vagaries ofan emerging politica1 and economic order. But to see these in

isolation from allied processes ofcommunity reformulation within ethnie units privileges

the worId-historical narrative over its localised manifestation, and understates the logic of

internal transformations within the associational network linked to broader changes in the

demographic, politica1, economic and intelleetual environment.

The collapse ofthe old Saint Patrick's Society was also a consequence ofthe Irish

middle classes's high leveI ofacculturation and integration into the culture and

institutions ofthe wider community; without the discipline afforded by real mutual

economic interest, and with opportunities available to them in other arenas, members

were not dependent on their society to offer prestige and status which were avaiIable to

them elsewhere. Less afiluent members ofthe Irish community, as J.I. Cooper has
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documented, were tied by economic exigency to "national" institutions with meaningful

and more stable mutual benefit funetions1
• AIthough the authority ofthe church, and the

appea1 ta discipline and civicism inspired by the dictates ofuItramontanism, provided

sorne ordering principles ta the Society, it remained factionalised. In 1864, an

independent Saint Patrick's Benevolent Society was established, with a view to providing

mutual aid for members ofthe Irish Catholic parish community. By 1869, it was a

theatre for factional strife, with Father Dowd resigning from its administratio~ bitter

Ietters ofprotest passing between members and administrators, and calls for intervention

by the Bishop. The institution struggled through the early 1870s under the strains of

intemecine confliet before it collapsed.

When the men ofthe Saint Patrick's Society fust marched through the streets of

Montreal, they were making powerful claims ta civic tradition, and ta space within an

expanding civil society. Their claim to a set ofcivic virtues compelled members to take

up anns against the patriotes in 1837-38, but in the aftermath ofthe Rebellions, the

Society's members struggled ta find a resonant basis for advancing collective action. The

fragmentation ofmiddle-class identities, and the c'holIow" nature ofthe Irish ethnicity to

which it appealed Ied that Society into decline, and it was to lie in waste for nearly a

decade before the ultramontane resurgence breathed life and purpose into the moribund

institution, giving ït, after reconstitution, claim again to a resonant civic identity-one

closely allied with the Church's elaboration in the social sphere and consonant with

broader social and cultural cleavages taking form by mid-century. The new Catholic

society resurrected the paraphemalia, regalia, processions, and language ofcivic virtue,

but it marshalled them in support ofa markedly different concept ofcommunity: the

stuffofmiddle-class association had changed, but its trappings remained the same.

lSee J.I. Cooper ''The Quebec Ship Labourers' Benevolent Society", Canadian Historical
Review, vol.xxx, no. 4 (1949), pp. 336-343.
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