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Foreword

This book is intended to shed light on the tragedy that took
place at Grosse ile in 1847 and the intense activity it entailed. For
this purpose, we have decided to present the results of our research
in a very simple format, that of a chronicle. Through this record of
daily events, readers will discover the frequency at which emigrants
arrived at the quarantine station and the rate at which they left it
as their ships were authorized to proceed to the port of Québec.
Through the administrative decisions made by the various authori-
ties and other players involved, they will gradually realize the scope
of the tragedy which struck the quarantine station in 1847. They will
also gain insight into the doubts and questions raised and find
out what solutions were proposed to offset the impact of a terrible
disease, typhus.

Readers will be presented with firsthand reports by emi-
grants, priests, civil servants and others who witnessed these troubled
times. They will also be provided with extracts from Québec City
newspapers, which discussed the events from their particular
perspective. At the end of each day described in the chronicle, they
will find a summary of the entries for that date in the baptismal,
marriage and burial registers of the Catholic and Anglican chapels
on Grosse ile.

Readers will be able to consult weekly statistics on the num-
ber of emigrants who arrived through the port of Québec, the number
of patients admitted to quarantine hospitals and the number of
deaths. These figures are based on those submitted to the govern-
ment authorities by the station’s medical superintendent and the
emigration agent in Québec City.

Several sources were consulted to prepare this publication,
including the archives of the civil secretary, military and religious
archives, Québec City newspapers and correspondence between the
Governor General of Canada and the Colonial Office in London.
Inevitably, presenting the events of 1847 in chronicle format required
certain analyses, interpretations and choices, some of which are
discussed below.



In-Depth Statistical Analyses

Tables showing the daily arrival and departure of ships
were prepared by compiling information from two major sources:
the list of ships that were inspected at Grosse ile and the list of those
that arrived in the port of Québec. These two sources complement
each other quite well, but errors were detected in the first. In
general, we allowed for a day’s difference between dates, since the
day on which a ship was registered may have depended on whether
the vessel arrived late at night or early in the morning.

We had to correct the dates on which some 80 vessels were
reported to have arrived at and left Grosse ile because they did not
tally with the information given in the register of the port of Québec
regarding the time these ships had taken to cross the Atlantic and
were detained in quarantine. However, we believe that the various
sources we used, including the official correspondence of the
authorities of the period, have enabled us to reach a fairly accurate
assessment of arrival and departure dates.

This book contains several statistical tables whose data are
sometimes incomplete or may even seem contradictory. Because of
the disparities between the various accounts of what happened and
the crisis situation in which the data were recorded, it is almost
impossible to be totally accurate. Nevertheless, the data from the dif-
ferent sources are generally consistent and provide a reasonably
exact picture of the situation.

When faced with contradictory information on the number
of sick or dead, we have always chosen the highest figures so as to
avoid underestimating the seriousness of the situation at Grosse ile
in 1847. On the other hand, the many sources at our disposal
minimized the risk of exaggerating.

Québec City Newspapers in 1847

This chronicle is based largely on information gleaned from
newspapers of the period. Given that a few days often elapsed
between the time events took place and the moment they were
reported in the newspaper, we have tried, when possible, to describe
the events presented here on the date they actually occurred.
Comparisons with other documents of the period have helped us to
achieve this goal.

XI



Readers will note that some newspapers, such as the Quebec
Mercury, are quoted more frequently than others. This reflects the
importance this newspaper attached to emigration activities at
Grosse ile and Québec City in 1847. In general, the Quebec Mercury
was the first to obtain the most accurate reports about the situation;
other contemporary newspapers often took information from it and
published it a day or two later. The Canadien, on the other hand, is
the most reliable source of information on the movements of the
Roman Catholic clergy who came to the assistance of the emigrants
at Grosse le.

Readers will note that the term emigration, rather than
imm.igration, has been used almost exclusively in this book about
Grosse Ile. This usage reflects a reality of the period. Since Canada
was still a British colony in the mid-19th century, migration to
North America was governed exclusively by the policies of the
mother country. Therefore, in the eyes of the London authorities,
this phenomenon was emigration. This perception is also reflected
in the title of Québec emigration agent assigned to A. C. Buchanan,
the person responsible for dealing with emigrants in Québec City.
Correspondence from the period and all the other sources consulted
also use the term emigration.

We are aware that this book has not explored all possible
avenues, in that some themes have not been discussed and many
analyses remain to be done. Perhaps readers will feel that certain
questions have been left unanswered. Nevertheless, until a more
in-depth study of the tragic days of 1847 is available, we hope that
this chronicle will shed light on what happened at Grosse ile that
year. It begins with a brief introduction summarizing the main
events of that very long season.

Xl



INTRODUCTION

The Typhus Epidemic at Grosse ile in
1847: Establishing the Facts

Tragedy Strikes

ON FRrIDAY, MAY 14, 1847, a sailing ship, the Syria, anchored
off Grosse ile in an area known since 1832 as the quarantine pass.
It had taken Captain Cox and his 245 passengers 46 days to travel
from the large port of Liverpool, England, to this small island and
its quarantine station, 34 kilometres east of the port of Québec. On
reaching Grosse {le, the captain declared that nine emigrants had
already died, while 52 others were suffering from dysentery and the
terrible disease known as ship fever, or typhus. Two weeks later,
over half of the vessel’s passengers were in hospital on the island.

The sinister procession of sick and dying emigrants had
begun. Involving mostly frail, destitute Irish, it came to an end
171 days later, on Monday, November 1, when the Lord Ashburton
left the quarantine station for Québec City. All the tragic events of
the 1847 navigation season took place during this six-month period,
when about 400 vessels unwittingly took part in this ghastly cortege.
They transported a good portion of the some 100000 emigrants who
left that year for Québec City, the gateway to Canada.

In 1847, nearly 2 emigrants in 10 died on ships crossing the
Atlantic or sailing up the St. Lawrence, or even after they reached
Grosse ile or major Canadian cities. This singularly tragic odyssey,
involving mainly Irish emigrants, made a lasting impression on indi-
viduals and society as a whole. The massive influx of newcomers not
only had an immediate impact on the history of the communities
along the river, but eventually took on legendary proportions on
account of its evocative power and its place in people’s memories.
No other location in Canada is so closely associated with this sad,
but memorable period than the Grosse ile quarantine station — that
isolated outpost to which the authorities entrusted the impossible
mission of averting a nation-wide health catastrophe.



Memories and History

The year 1997 marks the 150th anniversary of the terrible
battle waged by a handful of devoted people at Grosse ile to release
thousands of emigrants from the clutches of typhus and dysentery.
However, 150 years of history have not eliminated the following
paradox: although the events of the 1847 navigation season consti-
tute one of the most famous episodes of the 19th century, our
knowledge of what really happened is still fairly limited. The human
chaos of that deadly summer has given rise to so many legends,
clichés and contradictory opinions that it is very difficult to deter-
mine the facts. As always in such situations, the true story can only
be uncovered through documentary research as well as critical
analysis and comparison of the data collected.

Our sole objective in preparing this book on the events at
Grosse ile in 1847 has been to paint a realistic picture of daily life
on the island. For this purpose, we have attempted to shatter the
myths about the quarantine station and to eliminate misconceptions
and emotional judgments. This chronicle presents raw, but factual,
data, which will provide the basis for a true understanding of the
1847 migratory crisis and its impact on Grosse ile. It introduces
numerous players and witnesses and, inevitably, often divergent
viewpoints and conclusions.

A major advantage of presenting the events of 1847 in the
form of a chronological record is that it allows readers to gradually
realize that life on the island was not constantly chaotic and cruel
during the six-month period the station was open. From May 3 to
November 3, activities at the quarantine station went
through a number of different phases, marked by
quite different conditions. A brief description of these
phases will make it easier to understand the events
discussed in this book.

1. A Sudden, Unexpected Crisis (May
1847)

At the end of the 1846 navigation season, Dr.
George M. Douglas, medical superintendent of the
Grosse ile quarantine station, warned the Governor
General of Canada that a greater number of emi-

Dr Georce M. DoucLas (1809-
64), A ScOT, WAS MEDICAL SUPER- . ; : ;o :
INTENDENT OF GRosse e rrom  Srants, including many sick, would be arriving in

1836 70 1864. THIS ENERGETIC,  Canada in 1847 on account of the almost total failure
DEVOTED PHYSICIAN EARNED GREAT .
RespecT. (Beanano Duckesne, O Potato harvests in Ireland over the past two years.

Parks Canaa, 1997.)  However, since Douglas had no idea of the magnitude
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of the impending influx of emigrants, he believed that the situation
could be controlled by simply adjusting or slightly expanding quar-
antine facilities and hiring more personnel. In addition, he did not
expect to have to cope with the ravages of typhus, a contagious
disease — also known as ship fever, famine fever or prison fever —
associated with human misery and poor sanitary conditions.

A Seemingly Ordinary Season

When Douglas moved into his seasonal quarters at
Grosse ile on May 3, 1847, he was accompanied by regular hospital
personnel as well as a steward', an orderly and a nurse. Before
leaving Québec City, he had ordered 50 additional beds and the con-
struction of another emigrant shelter, or “shed” as these buildings
were called at the time. In his opinion, the 200 beds reserved for the
sick would be sufficient, given that, in previous years, there had
never been more than about 100 patients on the island at a time.
The medical superintendent was also counting on the fact that emi-
gration usually peaked in July and August, which would leave him
enough time to make necessary adjustments.

Dr. Douglas was soon confronted with a situation that was
quite different from any encountered previously. In just a few days,
from May 14 to 19, 285 sick passengers were let off at the quaran-
tine station by the first four vessels obliged to stop there. Over
1200 healthy passengers also arrived, while the island’s sheds could
accommodate only 800. Two days later, five emigrants ships
anchored off Grosse ile with more than 1700 passengers aboard,
nearly 500 of whom were ill. The situation was so serious that the
medical superintendent had to rapidly convert the sheds for healthy
people into hospitals. Day after day, other sailing ships appeared in
the quarantine pass and the number of sick continued to rise. Even
with the new hospitals, there was not enough room to accommodate
everyone who was ill. Priority had to be given to bringing the worst
cases ashore, while the other passengers were obliged to remain on
the ships.

Preliminary assistance

On May 24, tents were requested for lodging 10000 people.
At the time, 50 to 60 people were being buried every day, and
32 ships were lined up off Grosse ile waiting for help. Although Dr.
Douglas could now count on the assistance of three more doctors

1. Atthe time, the term steward referred to a kind of managing director,
responsible for the day-to-day operation of a hospital.
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and nurses, his team was overworked. From a logistical standpoint,
the emergency was twofold: all sick passengers had to be taken
ashore and provided with accommodations and treatment; however,
in addition, all healthy passengers on ships with cases of illness
aboard had to be detained for a period of 10 days by law. Moreover,
it was advisable to keep convalescent patients separate from healthy
people and those who were still hospitalized. It was proposed,
although to no avail, that convalescent emigrants be housed at the
east end of the island while healthy passengers be sent to Cliff
Island, a small island nearby, now known as ile de la Sottise.

Near the end of May 1847, a few more hospitals were built,
and several hundred tents, including marquees and hospital tents,
were delivered to Grosse ile. There was not enough manpower,
however, to erect the canvas shelters, since many workers refused
to approach the hospitals. On May 31, the hospitals and various
other buildings in the western part of the island were crowded with
1 300 patients. Meanwhile, there were just as many sick on the ships
anchored in the St. Lawrence. In all, over 12000 people were
detained at Grosse {le, including about 100 orphans.

2. Reaction and Organization
(June 1847)

In early June, the quarantine station was the scene of
chaos and suffering. A few more doctors had just arrived to assist
their exhausted colleagues, and kitchens had been hastily set up to
feed all the emigrants. Under the circumstances, however, these ini-
tiatives were disorganized and generally ineffective. Since it was
impossible to pitch tents for healthy passengers on Cliff Island,
owing to its rocky ground, these passengers had to remain on board
next to the sick and dead until they were authorized to disembark.
Meanwhile, up to 86 people were buried per day, and Grosse ile’s
Catholic and Anglican chapels had to be converted into hospitals.

Medical Commission

The time had come for sweeping, well-organized, decisive
action. Effective measures were finally implemented in early June.
The Governor General ordered the construction of sheds for
2000 sick emigrants, and a steamer was chartered for transporting
supplies to the island and the quarantined vessels. The Governor
General also sent a commission of three doctors to visit Grosse ile
in order to inquire into the situation at the quarantine station and
the state of the people detained there. The commission soon made
recommendations, which were adopted immediately. For example,
it advocated the massive recruitment of doctors, nurses, domestics
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and workers skilled in various trades. It also declared that all sick
passengers still on board ship had to be taken ashore and provided
with accommodations. For this purpose, it recommended that all
workers on the island as well as sailors and craftsmen from the ships
be entrusted with erecting as quickly as possible all the tents
received.

Other measures implemented on the recommendation of
the commission targeted the 12000 to 15000 healthy people who
were in danger of contracting typhus or dysentery at any time. First,
the large fields at the east end of the island were placed at their dis-
posal, and hundreds of tents with room for 3000 to 4000 people were
soon set up at this spot. In accordance with the commission’s wishes,
it was also decided that healthy emigrants, after being quarantined
for 10 days on land or for 15 days aboard ship, would be rapidly
evacuated from the station and sent directly to Montréal on steam-
ers, which would pick them up at the island. This measure meant
that healthy passengers would no longer have to wait for their
ocean-going vessel to be disinfected to proceed to their destination.
On June 5, over 2100 passengers left Grosse Ile, followed by 4000
to 5000 others the next day. These departures no doubt helped to
reduce overcrowding at the quarantine facility. However, Dr.
Douglas was no fool; he predicted that at least half of those who had
left would fall ill within three weeks.

Hospitals and Additional Accommodations

Throughout June and early July, construction contracts
were negotiated and seven hospitals and a number of sheds were
built. Forty-five labourers on the island were assigned to the
construction work, whose completion became increasingly urgent
every day. No less than 91 ships stopped at the quarantine station
in June 1847 and, during that period, there were never less than
about 15000 emigrants, including 2000 sick, at Grosse Ile. The con-
centration of so many sick people in a single location created such
an unhealthy, even lethal, environment that the station employees
had little chance of not falling ill. The high risk of infection seriously
complicated the operation of the quarantine facility as, one after the
other, the doctors, nurses, orderlies, policemen, workers and priests
took sick. Dr. Douglas found it extremely difficult to keep medical
staff on the island.

When the new hospitals became operational in late June or
early July, the situation at Grosse ile improved dramatically.
Patients who had been living in small tents, which were particularly
unsanitary ‘in rainy weather, finally had access to appropriate
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accommodations. On July 1 or 2, all those still confined to the ships
were granted permission to land and were provided with necessary
treatment. Meanwhile, medical superintendent Douglas was
relieved to note a substantial improvement in sanitary conditions on
vessels that had arrived recently, no doubt on account of more
stringent inspections of ships from Ireland in the port of Liverpool.
However, although there was definitely a change for the better at
the quarantine station, it remained to be seen whether the situation
was permanent.

HOSPITALS, OR EMIGRANT SHEDS MADE INTO
HOSPITALS, IN THE WESTERN PART OF
GROSSE ILE. IN THE LATE SUMMER OF 1847,
THIS END OF THE ISLAND WAS RESERVED
FOR THE SICK; HEALTHY INDIVIDUALS AND
CONVALESCENTS HAD BEEN RELOCATED TO
THE EAST END OF THE QUARANTINE STATION.
A (D. A. MCLAUGHLIN, cA. 1905. NATIONAL
ARCHIVES 0F CANADA [REFERRED TO BELQW
As NAC], PA-135715.)

3. Construction of New
Facilities in the Eastern and
Western Parts of Grosse Ile
(July - August 1847)

Inevitably, the government
and Grosse ile administrators gave
priority to battling disease in 1847.
Available energy and resources were
devoted largely to the reception and
treatment of the sick, which was for-
tunate, since the season promised to
be a long one and the average num-
ber of patients in hospital per day was
increasing rapidly (e.g. from 1 454 in
July to 2 021 in August). Once again,
tents and chapels had to be placed at
the disposal of the emigrants, and
passengers had to wait to go ashore. The main problem was that the
typhus epidemic had not abated; on the contrary, Grosse ile author-
ities were faced with a new outbreak of the disease and witnessed
the death of 225 to 325 people per week throughout the month of
August. More hospitals were erected in August and September in an
effort to cope with the situation.

Efforts to Check the Spread
of Typhus

On July 13, just when the authorities began to think that
accommodations for the sick were quite sufficient at Grosse Ile,
other facilities had to be set up for the reception of healthy emi-
grants. As Dr. Douglas had predicted, many of the so-called healthy
people who had left the quarantine station had fallen ill on their way
to the port of Montréal or soon after landing there. The Montréal
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Board of Health immediately questioned the effectiveness of admin-
istrative procedures at Grosse fle and demanded that newcomers,
particularly those declared healthy, be subject to much stricter
quarantine rules. On July 15, the Governor General announced that
Solicitor General Cameron would visit the island in order to estab-
lish more stringent measures regarding the release of emigrants
from the quarantine station in the St. Lawrence River.

The proposed measures were rapidly adopted. One of them
required that emigrants disembarking from ships with sick passen-
gers aboard be quarantined either for 20 days or for 7 days after the
last case of illness was reported on their vessel. Obviously, this new
rule meant that a large number of healthy emigrants would be
detained at Grosse ile in the stifling, often unsanitary tents at the
east end of the island. Therefore, Dr. Douglas was immediately
authorized to have sheds for 3500 people built in that sector.

Prefabricated Sheds for Healthy People

On July 26, contracts were signed with various Québec City
contractors for the rapid construction and delivery of six prefabri-
cated sheds, to be assembled and erected on the island. Six more
buildings of this type were ordered soon afterwards. In addition, it
was finally decided that two convalescent hospitals with 150 beds
would be erected in the eastern part of the quarantine station, away
from the other facilities. Recovering patients had to be kept at a fair
distance from the sick and, on account of the space needed for con-
structing new hospitals in the western part of Grosse ile, such
patients would have to be transferred to the east end of the island
“as soon as possible.” By August 6, some 150 workers were engaged
in the construction of sheds and hospitals at both ends of the island.

The 12 sheds for healthy people in the eastern sector were
not all finished until September 14. Nevertheless, by late August, a
sufficient number had been erected for the tents to be taken down.
The last few weeks had been particularly difficult, with the medical
staff constantly having to cope with at least 2 000 patients at a time,
several hundred of whom were lodged in tents or even on board
ship. In addition, hundreds of people who had been classified as
healthy had perished in overheated, unsanitary canvas shelters. It
is hard to believe that, in mid-July, Douglas and his assistants had
thought such problems were a thing of the past.






