
The organization of the city and port 
and birth of the quarantine station

Only some of the Irish immigrants settled in 
Québec City. Most headed for the Eastern 
Townships, Montréal, Upper Canada and the 
United States. The poorest, however, often had to 
work as laborers and longshoremen in the port to 
earn enough money to continue their journey 
elsewhere.

While the many soldiers and officers turned the 
upper town into a military reserve, the sailors, 
timber rafters and immigrants were creating a 
cosmopolitan labour pool in the lower town. In 
summer and fall, anglophones were the dominant 
force in Québec City. They were numerous in 
professional and business occupations, the civil 
service and the army. French Canadians found 
themselves competing with the immigrants for 
jobs as laborers and craftsmen under the English 
watch.

Lower town was home to merchants, innkeepers 
and harbour workers living mostly along 
Champlain Street. Concerned about the cholera 
afflicting Europe, some of the wealthier merchants 
moved to the Québec City plateau.

In the midst of appalling sanitary conditions in the 
lower town’s working-class districts, attempts 
were started in 1795 to impose quarantines to 
prevent the spread of diseases from new arrivals. 
However, no one invested the money needed to 
apply recommended actions and the waves of 
immigrants were hard to contain as their numbers 
kept increasing. 

The Hôpital des fièvres opened temporarily in 
1830, in Pointe-Lévy, under health officer Dr. Xavier 
Tessier. He saw Pointe-Lévy as an exceptionally 
salubrious site, especially due to the extent of the 
land and exposure to northeast and southeast 
winds providing fresh air for patients with high 
fevers.

The hospital was a temporary setup to treat 
contagious illnesses. Looking a little eastward, it 
was situated at the bottom of the Cabane des 
Pères hill on the Saint-Joseph-de-la-Pointe-de-Lévy 
shoreline (later called Saint-Antoine-de-Bienville) 
and right across from Pointe-à-Carcy. The hospital 
treated sailors and immigrants for scarlet fever, 
plague, smallpox, measles and typhus. 
Pointe-de-Lévy residents began fearing an 
outbreak from the growing numbers of patients 
admitted to the hospital and asked the Lower 
Canada Chamber to shut it down immediately.
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To protect the inhabitants of Québec City and 
Lévis, a quarantine station was set up 48 km 
downstream, on Grosse Île. The choice was 
made for its isolation and proximity to Québec 
City. It had previously served as a country retreat 
for English VIPs and garrison officers. After 
being conceded to various lords at of the end of 
the XVIIIth century, Grosse Île was rented to 
Pierre Duplain, a farmer who built a house, barn 
and stable there. The 1831 census records that 
he had settled in the northeast of the island with 
16 head of cattle, 3 horses, 5 sheep and 13 pigs.

  

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhus
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Source: Parks Canada: 1860 INC. Village of Grosse Île 199_00_IC 
temp002

Alarmed by the arrival of cholera, the colonial 
government took Grosse Île by force in 1832 by 
sending in the 32nd regiment to hastily build a 
quarantine station in an emergency situation. It 
wasn't until four years later that the State formally 
compensated Mr. Duplain for taking possession of 
his land for public use, with a committee calculating 
the compensation for the four years' military 
occupation.

Appointing a health committee and moving the 
quarantine station from the Port of Québec to Grosse 
Île was intended to prevent contagion among the 
general population. The measures proved ineffective 
as the concept of disease incubation was still poorly 
understood and sick immigrants in apparent good 
health had permission to enter the city. 

In addition, many ships bypassed Grosse Île’s 
quarantine station on their way to the city. 

Grosse Île was the most important location on 
the Saint Lawrence dedicated to containing 
diseases and epidemics liable to enter the 
country and even spread to the United States. In 
principle, ships had to stop there for inspection 
before heading to Québec City and Montreal. 
The stopover sometimes extended into a 
quarantine to ensure that nobody was carrying 
an infection. This was not a pleasant prospect 
for ship owners. The delays had an impact on 
their finances and they would have to reduce 
the number of crossings during an already 
short sailing season, winter navigation being 
impossible at the time.

Source: Parks Canada 1857av, INC., Grosse Île Battery 
199_00_IC_TEMP003
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You are now able to answer questions 3 and 4 of the Quiz, to be eligible 
for the draw.
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Another crisis is coming… read about it in our next chronicle.

Cholera 

Most European and British ports at that 
time were infested with contagious 
diseases yet had not set up quarantine 
stations. English soldiers returning from 
India may have introduced cholera to the 
ports and infected immigrants who then 
spread it across the Atlantic. The fact that 
travelers and immigrants were 
accommodated in taverns and crammed 
into third rate inns or basements near 
ports guaranteed contagion. The disease 
also spread among city dwellers and 
workers exposed to these sites.

After the Asian cholera hit in Europe in the 
early 1830s, the authorities in Quebec City 
finally decided to take rudimentary 
protective action which was poorly 
observed in general.

When the army landed on the island in 
1832, it cleared the land, opened up roads 
and erected buildings for its own needs 
and those of the immigrants.

In May, a makeshift hotel that could accommodate 300 
healthy people, a dispensary, an apothecary, bathrooms, a 
morgue, a washhouse, a kitchen, hangars and some 
lodging for employees were ready. Erected in the east were 
military barracks, dwellings for military and civilian 
administrators, some stores, a signal mast, and a battery 
of cannon to alert insolent or “absent minded” captains to 
drop anchor. These dissuasive measures did not prevent 
some ships from pressing on to Québec City.

Grosse-Île before 1850. Watercolor by H. Percy. From the soldier barracks 
and gun batteries seen in the foreground, was can make out a part of the 
island's western sector and the semaphore on high as well as some 
shelters or hospitals. National Archives of Canada, C-13656


