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For more than six months now, we have 

been living these uncertain times caused 

by a global pandemic. COVID-19 has   

affected everyone and has made us 

aware of the fragility of life. We 

must face new challenges eve-

ry day and embrace a "new 

normal". We have had to 

change our daily routines 

to be in solidarity with 

one another, in order to 

stop the spread of this 

pandemic, not only to 

protect ourselves, but 

above all, to protect the 

most vulnerable in our 

society. 

Despite the lockdown and 

closing of borders, we have 

found ways to stay in touch and to 

continue helping those in need. We have 

found new ways to stay connected be-

cause we realize the importance of social 

contact in our lives and especially in the 

lives of others. 

The Sisters of Providence, guided by the 

charism of their Foundress, which is to 

respond to the urgent needs that arise, 

have often been part of what we know 

today as "front-line personnel", fighting 

different epidemics at different times. 

Called to respond to the many needs, 

since their foundation in 1843, Bishop 

Bourget decided to send the first novi-

ces, each in turn, to the Religious at the 

Hôtel-Dieu in Montreal to be 

trained in the care of the sick. 

At a time when an epidemic 

was one of the factors that 

plunged the population 

into panic about its very 

survival, the Sisters of 

Providence responded 

to the call and became 

"Guardian Angels" to 

those who needed them. 

At different times and in 

various geographical loca-

tions, these Sisters visited 

the sick in their homes, were 

involved in the founding of large 

hospitals and nursing schools, worked in 

sanatoriums, dispensaries, and outpatient 

clinics.         In Montreal alone, we owe 

them the following hospitals: Hôpital de 

Verdun, Centre Hospitalier de Lachine,  

Hôpital du Sacré-Cœur de Montréal, 

Hôpital Rivière-des-Prairies, and Hôpital 

Louis-Hippolyte-Lafontaine. 

Their first "nursing" school was founded 

in 1892 at St. Vincent Hospital and      

Medical Center in Portland, Oregon,  
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United States. Subsequently, more than thirty schools    

specializing in nursing, psychiatric nursing, medical techno-

logy, and radiology were opened in the hospitals of the 

Congregation. 

Moved by this new reality that we are living today, I would 

like to share with you a brief summary of some epidemics 

that the Congregation has had to face at different times in 

history: 

Typhus 

In the spring of 1847, the prospect of a typhus epidemic in 

Montreal prompted the authorities to undertake the     

construction of buildings, called "sheds". The Grey Nuns   

of Montreal and the Sisters of the Hôpital Hôtel-Dieu were 

the “first responders” to the care of the sick. Lay people, 

men and women were hired to assist the Sisters. That   

summer, a heat wave accelerated the spread. Bishop  

Bourget asked the Sisters of Providence to go and replace 

the Sisters who had been taking care of the sick for a 

month already. The chronicles of the time tell us that when 

Bishop Bourget asked the Sisters which of them would like 

to go and care for these patients, all wanted to go. 

François Tavernier, the doctor of the congregation and 

Emilie's nephew, chose twelve Sisters that he considered 

strong enough to go there. 

The thirteen hangars (sheds) built in Montreal, at Pointe     

St-Charles, were not sufficient to house the large number 

of sick people who arrived daily. Each evening, after       

returning from the sheds, the Sisters took special measures 

of cleanliness to avoid contracting or transmitting the    

disease. If they returned sick from the sheds, Mother 

Gamelin applied all the sanitary measures known at the 

time to avoid any contagion. On July 19, 1847, the Sisters 

took a vow to burn seven candles every Friday and to 

practice seven virtues, in honor of Our Lady of Seven    

Sorrows, to ask that the young congregation would         

be spared from typhus. Of the 32 infected Sisters of         

Providence, three died from the disease. 

This epidemic also generated the most extraordinary ac-

tions of solidarity. Emilie exercised her leadership to the 

benefit of collateral victims as well. An emergency shelter, 

under her direction, began in her cousin, Agathe Perrault-

Nowlan’s home, to help the children of Irish immigrants, 

whose parents were either sick or had died. The impro-

vised hospice, named Saint-Jérôme-Émilien in honor of an 

Italian priest who died while treating the victims of the 

plague, received 650 orphans in the first five months. 

Cholera 

In 1849, as soon as the first cases of cholera appeared in 

Montreal, Mother Gamelin asked to go and treat the sick 

herself. The permission was denied so as not to expose  

her to the risks of the epidemic. Since the municipal     

government of the time did not believe in the risks        

Candleholder and Vow  
In 1847, Bishop Bourget, praying for the protection of the young congrega-
tion from the typhus epidemic, promised, in the name of the Congregation, 
to burn seven candles every Friday in front of a picture of Our Mother of 
Sorrows.  

This tradition continues today in the Community. The candles are a symbol 

of the virtues that the Sisters of Providence must practise in order to imi-

tate the compassion of Mary: simplicity, humility, obedience, confi-

dence in Providence, abnegation, generosity and charity. 

Museum of the Sisters of Providence - Montreal, Canada. 

Saint-Jérôme-Émilien Hospice, 1847  
Welcomed children that became orphans during typhus epidemic. 
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associated with an epidemic, they delayed putting the  

necessary safety measures in place, thus home care and in 

provisional hospitals -provided by the Sisters of Provi-

dence- began to increase. 

Two hospitals were opened temporarily, one of which was 

in Agathe Perreault-Nowlan’s home, which had welcomed 

the orphans during the typhus epidemic. While treating 

cholera patients, the Sisters were isolated from the rest of 

the Congregation. They had to follow the doctor's          

instructions to prevent and fight the disease. During this 

epidemic, the Grey Nuns and the Sisters of Providence 

made more than 800 home visits to take care of the sick 

without any discrimination of race or religion. 

At the end of August 1851, cholera reappeared in         

Montreal. Emilie Gamelin, victim of her charity, died of this   

disease on September 23 of that same year. Her spiritual 

legacy will motivate the Sisters and will guide them there-

after in their various ministries throughout the world. 

Spanish flu 

A new epidemic made its appearance in Quebec in      

September 1918. Still skeptical and not believing that the 

disease could be worse than a "common flu", the health     

authorities took their time to declare a state of emergency 

so did not take the appropriate actions to minimize the 

damages. The extremely contagious nature of the Spanish 

flu, from which European countries had suffered since the 

spring, meant that it spread very quickly across the     

country. 

From the beginning, the Sisters of Providence assisted the 

sick. Whether these were Catholics, Jews or Protestants, 

day and night the Sisters were at their bedside to nurse 

the sick and to assure their social, spiritual and human   

well-being. 

Due to the epidemic, municipal and medical authorities 

closed schools, universities, cinemas, theaters, dance halls 

and bowling alleys. Churches, both Catholic and Pro-

testant, cancelled most religious worship and services.    

On October 19, 1918, a journalist from Le Devoir wrote     

“…The churches [are] closed at a time when the faithful 

would have filled them more than ever…” 

At the request of the municipal authorities, the Congrega-

tion organized a temporary emergency orphanage to   

assist the children, victims of the ravages brought about by 

this pandemic. 

The Motherhouse of the Sisters of Providence in Montreal 

counted 102 cases of influenza. The sick Sisters were       

Isolated at Saint-Vincent house, which was used as an 

emergency hospital. In addition to the care provided,      

relics of Mother Gamelin were distributed to all the          

Sisters affected by the disease.  

Most of the missions 

of the Sisters of Provi-

dence were severely 

affected by this pan-

demic. The Sisters of 

Montreal had to go 

and help their Sisters 

in Saint-Johnsbury, 

Haileybury, Timmins, 

Lachine, Joliette, She-

diac and Sainte-Anne, 

among other cities. 

The Sisters there    

were succumbing to 

the heavy workload 

brought about by the 

large number of pa-

tients they had to 

nurse. 

This epidemic, which 

was truly devastating, 

made the governments 

aware of the need for a 

public health system. 

Major pandemics al-

most always occur in 

two waves, sometimes 

three. In the spring of 

1920, Quebec was one 

of the few places on 

the planet to suffer a 

fourth occurrence, still 

very deadly, of the 

Spanish flu. 

Saint-Camille Hospital, 1849  
(In Mrs. Nowlan’s home)  

Welcomed people who had contracted cholera. 
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▲  Montreal Sacré-Cœur Hospital, 1926.  
 

Tuberculosis 

In 1867, tuberculosis was the leading cause of death in 

Canada. In response to the growing challenge posed by 

this epidemic, some provinces opened special hospitals, 

called sanatoriums, to provide care for people with tuber-

culosis, called the "incurable" (which means "those who will 
never recover"). 

In Montreal, the Hôpital des Incurables (Hospital for the 

Incurable) made its debut in 1898 thanks to Sisters Geor-

giana and Léontine Généreux. Mgr. Bruchési, Bishop of 

Montreal, entrusted the work to the Sisters of Providence 

in 1899. A large construction to accommodate more pa-

tients was built. In 1923, a fire almost destroyed the hospi-

tal and the Congregation had no choice but to rebuild it. 

Some land on the outskirts of the city, on Boulevard Gouin, 

was chosen. The inauguration took place in 1926 under the 

name of Hôpital du Sacré-Coeur-de-Montréal. Treating 

patients with tuberculosis became the specialty of the    

hospital, which was considered a sanatorium. This hospital 

became the most important educational center in Quebec 

in the field of pulmonary diseases. 

Conclusion 

The practise of medicine in that day had precarious means, 

and was often not very proficient in dealing with epide-

mics. They had no vaccines, no antibiotics, no antiviral 

drugs and skeptical people. More than a hundred years 

later, we find ourselves once again facing the same chal-

lenges in the fight against an invisible virus, which is cau-

sing such devastation. 

What would Emilie 

do if she were a wo-

man of our time? 

She would surely 

take concrete ac-

tions, according to 

her possibilities, and 

she would encou-

rage us to do our 

part to keep our 

society healthy.  

With great trust     

in Providence, she 

would pray for all 

the frontline staff, 

and for all the 

people. 

Now is the time to 

think about others... each one of us, let us do what is right 

and we will overcome this challenge together! 
 

 

 

 

 

Sources :  

 La santé publique: Une histoire Canadienne (Public Health: A Canadian 

History), by Christopher Rutty, Ph. D, and Sue C. Sullivan 

 Le petit journal de la Providence (The Little diary of Providence)          

(1918 - 1919) 

 Le Devoir (newspaper), 1918 

 Biography of Emilie Tavernier-Gamelin, by Denise Robillard 

Nancy Prada 
Coordinator |  Emilie Gamelin Centre 

▲ 

Des Incurables 
Hospital, Montreal, 
1920. 
 

◄Care of the sick    
    at the Montreal  
    Sacré-Cœur   
    Hospital, 1926. 

The Museum is presently closed to the public 

 due to COVID-19 pandemic. 

https://www.facebook.com/musee.providence/
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Engraving made from a watercolor painting                   
by Father Félix Martin  

Source: Congrégation Notre-Dame 

The typhus epidemic in 1847 
Graphic history book "Émilie Tavernier-Gamelin", 

from "Les grands moments de l’Église canadienne, 
1986" collection. 
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1  ‘’Vie de Mère Gamelin’’... [1900] (Life of Mother Gamelin)   
    by a religious of her Institute, pages 36-37  
 

 

Émilie Tavernier-Gamelin, by Denise Robillard, Éditions du 
Méridien, 1988, pages : 106-107 ; 230-236 ; 301-304. 

" "

Lorena Otero

Notre-Dame-de-Bonsecours Chapel and Ville de Montréal Archives  

The typhus epidemic in 1847 
Graphic history book "Émilie Tavernier-Gamelin", 

from "Les grands moments de l’Église canadienne, 
1986" collection. 

Le Typhus, 1848 
by Théophile Hamel  

 

In this painting the distress of the sick is 
striking. At the very top, the Blessed Virgin 
casts a benevolent regard over the sick and 
the sisters caring for them. In the distance, the 
towers of Notre-Dame Church indicate that the 
action is taking place on the peripheries of the 
city, in Pointe-Saint-Charles, where the sick 
were crowded into sheds. The three sisters 
represented are, from front to back, a Grey 
Nun, a Sister of Providence and a Religious 
Hospitaller of Saint Joseph. Close to the latter, 
a priest administers the Sacrament of the Sick 
to a dying person.  

Sister Yvette Demers, SP 
Vicepostulator 

Cause of Emilie Gamelin 

Notre-Dame-de-Bonsecours Chapel, Montreal 
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Gratitude to Emilie Gratitude to Emilie 

A litany of thank you’s to Blessed Emilie… Thank you, Emilie! 
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Gratitude to Emilie  
 

Please address all favours obtained to: 
 

 

Bureau of the Cause of Emilie Gamelin 
12 055, Grenet Street,  

Montreal, QC H4J 2J5 Canada 
 

Sr. Yvette Demers, SP Vice-Postulator 
Phone: (514) 334-9090  (Ext. 208)  

ydemers@providenceintl.org 

 
To Blessed Emilie  

we confide  
all the intentions  

that you carry in your hearts,  
both spiritual and temporal;  

she will certainly know  
how to lend an attentive ear  

to all your needs. 

Sister Yvette Demers, SP 
Vicepostulator 

Bureau of the Cause of Emilie Gamelin 

W           hen you receive this Echoes of Emilie edition, dear readers, 

we will already be on the threshold of a New Year. 

From now, receive our best wishes for the year 2021, which we have 

already entrusted to Providence, asking our Blessed Mother Emilie 

Gamelin to continue protecting you so that the 365 days to come 

may be bearers of divine blessings for you, your families and all 

your loved ones. 
 

The Sisters of Providence  │ Montreal - 2020  

 

 

our loving mother and model, 

guide us in the following of Jesus.  

On Calvary, you suffered with Him; 

you saw his body bruised, 

mangled and dying. 

Today, you still see his members  

forced to endure pain because of sin. 

Help us to see your Son Jesus  

in his suffering members. 

He calls us to respond as you did:  

to compassionate  

and to be present in service  

and to concern for those who are afflicted. 

Teach us the art of reading in another’s pain  

the solace that will soothe and heal.  

Mary, Mother of Sorrows,  

make us true witnesses  

of compassionate love  

in the broken world of our times.  

Amen.  
 

Approved by the Archbishop of Montreal N.P. 24/1984. 

Sisters of Providence - Montreal 


