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We have already described (See Vol. 11 of this Magazine, p.217) the ordinary 

route by which communication was kept up between Port La Joie and St. Peter's, 

the latter being looked upon as the commercial capital of the colony. Every visitor 

to that northern settlement was astonished at the signs of prosperity he witnessed, 

and at the bustle and activity that prevailed. But all bustle and stir have long since 

departed from the spot where stood the most flourishing of all the French Island 

settlements. The visitor at the present day still beholds the impetuous waters from 

the Gulf forcing their way through the huge ridges of sand that stretch out from 

either shore as if to forbid passage; he still sees the waters, after passing the barrier, 

rushing and spreading inland for miles, bordered with green fields, by many a 

wharf and snug farm steading; he still sees looking seaward, to right and left, far as 

his eye can carry, the grey wastes of sand -- here gathered into ridgy dunes, there 

massed into huge mounds, made solid by the rank sand grass; but he will have to 

search among the ever-shifting sand to find even the slightest token that a large 

community had its home on that green slope above, and toiled on that treacherous 

sea. A rusty hinge or nail that crumbles into dust with the pressure of his fingers -- 

fragments of glass and old-fashioned pottery rudely coloured, the blackened earth 

with pieces of charcoal, where probably once stood a forge, and half-filled cellars 

over which once blazed the family log-fire, are all the memorials he meets with, of 

a community that has passed away, and whose place knows them no more. 

 

When Francis Douville and Charles Charpentier in 1719, found their way to this 

stormy inlet, two considerations may have brought comfort to them in their 

solitude -- the laud was fertile and the sea swarmed with fish. Dense forests, 

however, occupied the land, and the harbor was unprotected from a fierce and 

easily-roused ocean. Here, the dunes take the place of rocks on bolder shores, and 

the gale that stirs the waters of the gulf, drives a tempest of sand before it on the 

shore-every -- year the narrow entrance is changed by the shifting sands. 

 



Inland from the region of sand, along the shores of the bay, the land on either side 

assumes a bolder aspect, swelling back from the water in rounded ridges to east 

and west. On the south where the land first begins to rise from the shore level, half 

way up a very gradual slope, stood the houses of the fishermen. Two rows of 

cellars, each extending about a hundred yards, and separated by a wide street, still 

mark the spot. Other dwellings were scattered up and down athwart the declivity, 

while among the dunes and sand mounds the wind at times clears out some 

spacious foundations, where probably stores and warehouses may have stood. On 

the crest of the eminence, a few yards from where now stands the dwelling of Mr. 

Sinott, rose the church. Franquet says of it, that it was a large and solid building. 

On this same eminence, that observant engineer recommended the four-bastioned 

fort to be placed, which he had designed for the protection of the settlement 

(Franquet’s voyage). A few paces from the site of the church, a square plot of land 

carefully fenced in, is preserved by the reverential owner from all contact with the 

plough; for tradition says that there, in sacred burial, repose the bodies of many a 

toil-worn settler. A cluster of dark firs casts a sombre shade over the hallowed 

spot. 

 

The settlement was named after the Count of St. Pierre, the President of the ill-

starred company that made the first attempt to establish a permanent colony on the 

Island. In 1719, the very year in which the new company settled on the Peninsula 

of Port Le Joie, two Normans, Francis Douville and Charles Charpentier, 

established themselves on the estuary. It is probable that Charpentier chose for his 

dwelling a site somewhere near the Morell, as we find that river bearing his name 

among the settlers in after years. In the year following, 1720, these pioneers were 

joined by nine additional settlers. Gabriel Roger and William DeBois, both from 

Normandy, and both labourers. Saintonge supplied five settlers, Mathurin Renaud, 

Jean Madre, Pierre Cosset, Noel Boulanger, and Francis DuRocher. Pierre Carica 

came from Bayonne, and Dominique Duclos, from Bearne, was medical 

practitioner in the young settlement. The most of these were fishermen, although 

agricultural pursuits were not forgotten. In 1721, only two additional settlers 

arrived -- Augustus Genet from Brittany, and Peter Bertan Montaury from 

Normandy -- both were harbor-masters. In 1722, the settlement was increased by 

three: Etienne Poitevin, a labourer from Paris; Jean Baptiste LeBuffle, master of a 

shallop, from Normandy; and William Sellet, a Breton, also the owner of a shallop. 

In the succeeding year, Louis Potevin [sic] joined his brother; and Jean Bourg, 

from Acadia, and Jean de Breton, from Brittany, settled at the harbor. A son of 

LeBuffle was the only accession in 1724. 

 



The disaster which laid the Company of St. Pierre in ruins, struck a fatal blow at 

the prosperity of every settlement. That Company by Royal Letters Patent 

possessed the Island, and was the only source of life and enterprise. When this 

became dried up, trade fell naturally into a condition of such languor, that it was 

incapable of attracting either the farmer or the fisherman. Even after DePensens 

had been ordered, in 1725, to take possession of the Island in the name of the 

crown of France, confidence was not sufficiently restored to encourage settlers to 

risk their all in a disputed succession, and it was not till 1728 that the stream of. 

immigration flowed with anything like vigor. In that year fourteen settlers were 

added to the census roll, making the total number of inhabitants one hundred and 

sixteen. The number of shallops owned by these was twelve, and of fishing 

schooners three. The product of the fishing was 3.564 quintals. Nearly all the 

inhabitants were fishermen -- very few followed farming exclusively. There were 

two merchants, and two harbor masters, a cooper, a doctor and blacksmith among 

the settlers. The number of dwelling houses was twenty-three. But beyond this 

there would necessarily be many buildings such as are needed by fishermen for 

storing their fishing gear, and preparing their fish for market. As the number of 

dwelling houses does not represent the number of buildings in a settlement, so 

neither does the number of inhabitants as set down in the census give the exact 

population for the time. In every settlement there must have been more or less of a 

floating population of labourers, fishermen and sailors, seeking employment where 

they could find it, increasing and falling away in numbers according to the 

vicissitudes of trade. To account in some degree for this variable element in the 

census, we are directed by a note to the first returns, to reckon four men for each 

fishing schooner given in the returns, and five for each shallop. This in the case of 

St. Peter's harbor, would raise the actual population at the time the census was 

taken to one hundred and eighty-six souls. 

 

The fishing season, in those days, was not supposed to begin before the first of 

June, and it closed with the last of September. The grounds extended from the 

harbor's mouth three leagues into the gulf. Codfish was the staple article of trade, 

which found a market, not in Europe, but in the West Indian Islands. The 

fishermen of St. Peter's, and indeed of every settlement on the Island, where 

fishing was carried on, laboured under a severe disadvantage in the prosecution of 

their calling. Once or twice only we have had to record the arrival in Island ports, 

of ships direct from France freighted with such supplies as fishermen need. The 

immediate consequence of this was, that the Island fishermen had no alternative 

but to supply their wants from the merchants of Louisburg. These gentlemen 

realized to the full the value of the opportunities thus thrown in their way, and used 

them to good purpose. Fifty per cent. over the ordinary selling prices were the 



terms usually paid by the fishermen for the salt, biscuit and fishing equipment 

furnished by, the Louisburg traders. These exorbitant charges, as may well be 

supposed, could seldom be met by the fishermen with ready money- payments. 

Credit had to be obtained, and the transactions then took on the form of extortion. 

The fishermen came under obligations to sell their fish to their creditors and to no 

one else, and in order that the trader might in every respect have his own way in 

the transaction he dictated beforehand the price he would pay per quintal. An 

arrangement of this kind left to the fisherman slender hope of securing from his toil 

else than a crust of bread. For this miserable condition of affairs, there was a 

remedy, but its application involved an exertion; which could hardly be expected 

from a lethargic government such as then ruled France. Had vessels, laden with 

supplies to be sold to the fishermen at prices fixed by the crown, been annually 

despatched to the Island, the mercantile tyranny under which the inhabitants 

groaned would speedily have ceased. The traders then, instead of making their own 

conditions and forcing them on their customers would have been compelled to take 

their customers into their councils, when arranging the conditions of a bargain. 

This was the position into which DeRoma contemplated bringing the fishing trade 

of the Island. How his efforts miscarried, has already been shown (See Vol. 1, p 

377, and Vol. 11, p 2). 
  

  
 


