The Land of Adoption of Blessed Kateri

The 60th anniversary of the
Municipality of Cote Saint-Catherine
has just been celebrated. There
is nevertheless three centuries of
history of some establishment
“by the rapids” (Kahnawake). It
is in 1676 that the Mission St-
Frangois-Xavier-du-Sault was
founded on the banks of the
Saint Lawrence River: it was the
Mission of the Iroquois.

Name of the City

This name goes back to the
17th Century when the Jesuits,
landlords of Laprairie, decided to
open up the new hills (cote) to
colonization. A “hill” has nothing
to do with the difference in level
of the land. It is simply a row of
lots which face the back of a hill
(cote) like that of the Saint
Lawrence or of the Portage River,
for example.

The hill of St.-Catherine’s row
was opened towards the time of
the 18th Century. A first establish-
ment though had preceded this
opening in the shape of an
Iroquois mission, the very one
where Kateri (Catherine)
Tekakwitha lived during the last
years of her life. After her death,
in 1680, she was buried on the
side of the Portage River. Even if
her remains are not there, a
commemorative tomb still
attracts many pilgrims. It's in her
honour that the Jesuits baptized
this new hill by the name of Saint
Catherine. As Kateri was not yet
baptized, it was necessary
consequently, to place this new
parish under the patronage of a
saint officially recognized by the
Church. It is St. Catherine of
Alexandria, virgin and martyr by

the end of the Roman Church,
who was finally chosen as patron
saint of the parish, even though
the patron saint of Blessed
Kateri, at her baptism, seemingly
was St. Catherine of Sienna.

The Territory of

St. Catherine

The limits of the first five hills
of Laprairie were defined in
1671. The first attempt to
colonize the “Coéte Saint-
Frangois-Xavier” was undertaken
in 1673 to be abandoned a few
years later. Finally, the moving
of the Iroquois mission to
Kahnawake, on the south bank
at the mouth of the Portage
River, was realized in 1676.

The bringing into cultivation
since three centuries, the
territory of Saint-Catherine, was
always held to it's farming
vocation, as the missionaries
applied themselves to teach the

‘Indians the culture and

exploitation of the land.

In this Mission, there was a
chapel, a «cabin for the
missionaries and 32 longhouses,
the dwelling place of the Hurons
and Iroquois. A fortness was
built there in 1676, since the
invasions by the Mohawks of
Ossernenon (Auriesville, NY)
were always possible; the
Mohawk chiefs looked
unfavourably upon their own
who stole away to Laprairie or
Cote Ste-Catherine. A mill, then
a second one, were part of the
Mission; the missionaries’ wished
to make the Indians free from
the Whites who would often lure
them into drunkenness and
debauchery.
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The Turtle River on the south
shore of the river, adjacent to the
Seigneury, formed part of the
scenery. What is the origin of
this name “the Turtle?” Either a
reference to the tortuous aspect
of its flow, or more seemingly an
assumed name of one of the
clans of the Iroquois nation, the
very clan to which Kateri
belonged.

Kateri’s presence in

Céte-Saint-Catherine

When Kateri left the Valley of
the Mohawks, her real home,
Father de Lamberville introduced
her to Father Cholenec, saying: “I
am sending you a real pearl.
Take good care of her.”

On arriving at the Cote, Kateri
immediately recognized

without incurring a culture
shock. Within this kind of earthly
paradise, she thanked the Lord
every day for transporting her
into the land of light.” (Béchard).

Good Kateri, as she was called,
knew very soon all the nooks and
corners of the Mission: every
longhouse where she visited the
sick and the aged, or to instruct
them further in the Faith, the
best spots for hunting and
fishing, since as a genuine
Mohawk girl she liked to
accompany the men in these
expeditions, and mainly the small
chapel, made of bark, where she
would go to collect herself as
often as possible. Planning in her
dreams to found an order of
Indian nuns to go and conquer
all the souls of her nation, she
would often contemplate Heron

Christians from Kahnawake

(Fonda, NY) where she had been
baptized in 1676, and friends of
her mother: Anastasias; Joan and
Ann, spouse of the Great
Mowahk, and Marie-Therese. In
the village of prayer “Kateri
finally found what she had long
been looking for without
knowing it: to be a Christian

Island, the coveted place
for her convent, right
across from the Mission.
| So to-day, we cannot
visit Saint-Catherine
1 without seeing Kateri
everywhere: the woods
where she gambolled
and set up little
oratories, in the village
| itself where her friends
= liked to accomany her,
3 see her pray to Ite
themselves be filled by
her goodness, impregnated by
the faith and love in her only
lover, Jesus, nailed to the
Cross! ®

Jacques Bruyeére, S.J.

(Inspired by the late book
of Jean Martin: “Three centuries of
History at the fort of the rapids.”)
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