FRENCH TOWN – BROWN STREET
(Brown street, from Bridge Street to High Street)

Looking down river from Bridge Street

At one time Brown Street, or French Town as the locals called it, was a town within a town… “French
spoken here”!
Starting in the 1850s people from Canada, especially Quebec, came to Westbrook to find work in the
mills. They settled in homes, some furnished by the mills, along the river on Brown Street. An agent for
the S.D. Warren Co. was instrumental in bringing several Catholic families from Portneuf, Quebec to
work at the paper mill and many more young Canadians found employment in the area when the Grand
Trunk railroad was built in 1854. Two brothers, Adam and Lazarre LaViolette helped to build that
railroad and settled here. In 1858 several more Canadian families came from Britannia and Acton, P.Q.
to settle in Saccarappa. They all became the nucleus of Westbrook’s large, prosperous and respected
French-Catholic population.
During the Civil War the Westbrook Manufacturing Co. received a tremendous amount of business from
the US Government. This resulted in the need for laborers and, attracted by the good wages, French
Canadians workers came, a few at a time, mostly from the neighboring Province of Quebec
When a cloudburst occurred, followed by such a flood of the river that a large section of shore tumbled
into the stream (The Great Landslide of 1868), an urgent call again went out to Canada for help. Many of
the young men who answered that call took up residency here.
So it was that the first French-Canadians found their way to Westbrook – the Perrins, the LeVesques
(Bishop), LaBrecques, Poitras and Harnois, to name a few.
As was the custom at that time, the new immigrants tended to settle near their countrymen and so they
formed their own French-speaking community along Brown Street. Grocery stores, variety or general
stores, a barber shop and a beauty shop, a furniture store, a shoe shop and a doctor’s office, all owned by
local Frenchmen, sprang up in the neighborhood. French was the predominant language spoken here and
French Town became a vital and thriving area.
The Catholic religion played a large role in French-Canadian culture. The original Catholic settlers had to
go to Portland for Sunday Mass. Remembrances of the early years tells of them walking the five miles
carrying their shoes in order to save the shoe-leather. On the day they planned to receive communion,
they would carry their lunches with them and have a picnic on the way home. By the 1860s there were
masses celebrated in Westbrook at the home of John Brown in Cumberland Mills; then in the 1870s a
chapel was set up in Brigham Hall at the corner of Maine and Bridge Streets.

By October 1877 the French-Canadians population had increased enough for them to buy land on Brown
Street to accommodate a church. St. Hyacinth Catholic Church opened for services in 1879. In 1881 some
Walker Street land was purchased from Westbrook Manufacturing Co. on which to build a Parochial
School. Lay teachers were employed to teach the children in this original school but when it was replaced
in 1893 by the brick building that is still standing, the Sisters of Presentation of Mary came from St.
Hyacinthe, P.Q. to take charge. The school continued until 1975 and many of today’s residents remember
their education there; all classes held in French in the mornings and in English in the afternoons. In fact,
even into the 1950s, many of the children living in French Town heard only French spoken in the homes
and neighborhood. When the English speaking parishioners separated from the church in 1916 to form
their own parish, there were 590 French speaking families left.
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French Town was a community full of hard working, industrious people who took great pride in home
and family and they were also a fun loving community. They loved to party, visit with their neighbors,
and play cards. They also loved their music and many a great fiddler could be heard entertaining at a
gathering. There were many good musicians among them and they formed the Salaberry Band which later
became the Westbrook City Band, still active today.

After 1950

Philip LaViolet, a life long resident of French Town and one of its staunchest supporters, wrote
“memories of Brown Street in the 1920s-1950s”. He remembered it as a beautiful and clean area with
people who were proud of their homes. It was a self sustaining community. It had a real neighborhood
watch with everyone (mothers especially) watching out for everyone and helping everyone. The footpatrol police officer (Patrolman Hebert) walked the beat and knew everyone. When the mill whistle blew
at 9PM it was curfew for all under 18, and you’d better be off the streets or else the patrolman would
bring you home and give your parents h…. and they in turn would give you h….
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Phil also remembered that there were few funeral homes in town until after WW II. The bodies were kept
at home, with the wakes lasting all night, for 2-3 days and nights. There was usually a lot of food that
neighbors brought in and professional ‘wake watchers’ would check the obituaries to find out who had
died and go to the wakes for free food. The front door was draped with flowers and men wore black
armbands and the women black dresses.
Over the years the neighborhood has undergone a series of changes and decay began to set in. But under
the leadership of some of the remaining French families a neighborhood revitalization project was started
and today, even though many of the French families have moved to other areas, “French Town” continues
to be a vital part of the City.

