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As told by Marc and Pauline Cantin 



Foreward 

 

As we have wanted to for many years, we are 

taking the time to put to paper the many facts and 

stories regarding the two visits of Frère André to the 

village of St. Joseph, Ontario. 

 

 We are Marc and Pauline Cantin.  Marc is 

the great grandson of Narcisse Cantin, who at the 

turn of the century was very busy promoting the 

idea of a deep, navigatable waterway commencing 

at the head of the Great Lakes at Duluth, 

Minnesota and ending at the Atlantic Ocean.  It 

would not be until the year 1953 that his concept 

would become the St. Lawrence Seaway.  That of 

course, is another story. 

 

 What you are about to read and enjoy are 

stories passed down from Father to Son and son on. 



It is not known for certain how or the exact date 

the Cantins were introduced to Frère André.  

Narcisse’s sister was a Sister of the Holy Cross.  Her 

religious name was Sister Saint Claire du St. 

Sacrament.  One story identifies her to have 

introduced Narcisse to Frère André.  It was told that 

upon their meeting, Frère André explained his 

desire to build a grand Oratory in honour of Saint 

Joseph, whereas Narcisse explained to the Good 

Brother in detail 

his plans for the 

grand city of St. 

Joseph currently 

under 

construction.  It 

was thought this 

meeting took 

place in or 

around the year 

1910. 

 

 

 

 
    Family of Narcisse and Josephine Cantin  1915 



 

Narcisse’s son, Olivier, suffering from 

tuberculosis, passed away April 5, 1914.  He was 

also a very devout friend of the Good Brother’s.  

Brother André prayed for Olivier and sent his 

heartfelt care by way of a letter. 

 

Marc’s grandfather, Napoleon Cantin, along 

with his great uncles Jean, Joseph and Olivier 

attended the College of Mont St. Louis.  This gave 

them many more opportunities to make direct visits 



to and spend time with Frère André.  Napoleon was 

sent back to the French Settlement of St. Joseph, 

Ontario to look after the construction of buildings 

and docks.  He then married Valerie LaPorte 

March 1, 1916. 

 

 Narcisse made arrangements for Frère 

André’s first visit to St. Joseph for October 22, 

1917.  He would spend a few weeks there for rest.  

As we all know, “rest” was not in the Good 

Brother’s vocabulary. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

     Cantin Family shown with Brother Andre during his 1917 visit to St. Joseph, Ontario 

 

 Narcisse wrote a letter to Napoleon informing 

him of his stay.  See Attachment 1.1 to 1.5, 

especially 1.3 which gives instructions as to how 



Frère André was to be treated and protected.  It goes 

as far as to describe what he enjoys to eat, “…feed 

him with our purest food.  He seems to enjoy Coca 

for beverage better than coffee, very dry toasts 

which he soaks in Coca.  Coffee with ample cream.  

He favourite meal is Beef Steaks, he enjoys 

grapefruit, grapes, peaches and pears, he will 

require to go to church several times daily, do not 

introduce him to anyone who is liable to make 

lack respect for him…”. 

 

 Napoleon picked up the Good Brother at the St. 

Thomas terminal where they transferred trains and 

went on to London to meet Jean N. Cantin, who at 

the time would have started training at the 

Wolseley Barracks in London.  They then stopped 

by St. Joseph’s Hospital, where they met Father 

Valentine and young Napoleon Denomy. 

 

 After such a long day in London, Frère André 

and Napoleon then boarded the 6 p.m. train to 

Hensall, reaching home at 7:15 p.m., where they 

promptly went on to attend mass at Église St. 

Pierre.  It was at this time that Father Rondat was 

introduced to Frère André. 



 Upon returning home that night, they ate 

dinner and retired for the evening.  Napoleon 

entered the following in his journal, “Frère André 

slept in my own house, what a blessing from God to 

have him in my house.  Tuesday morning got up 

early, went to mass with Frère André, he prayed 

long after Mass and we waited for him.” 

 When Frère André arrived in October, it was 

bitterly cold.  Napoleon gave the late Olivier’s 

winter coat to Brother André and he wore it for the 

rest of his life. 

 One of the many comical stories handed down 

was of the Good Brother’s first driving lesson.  It is 

told that on their way to the train station, Napoleon 

questioned Frère André if he had ever driven an 

automobile.  Of course, the answer was given as no.  

Napoleon, after pulling his White Steamer over, 

switched seats with Brother André, who then began 

to motor down the road leading to Zurich.  Much to 

their surprise, the Good Brother ended up ditching 

the big car.  That particular car, see Figure 2, was 

later restored in or around 1975.  When I contacted 

the new owner, Evan Price, he told me the only part 

which wasn’t in perfect order was the right side front 

lantern which had a small dent in it from the much 



earlier driving lesson of the Good Brother.  It was 

said that both Napoleon and Brother André laughed 

for some time about the incident. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  Figure 2  White Steamer, circa 1922 driven in St. Joseph, Ontario 

 

 It was during this first visit to St. Joseph that 

Frère André personally chose the exact location of 

the statue honouring Saint Joseph.  The affidavits 

(see Attachments 2.1 to 2.4) are Marc’s 

grandmother, Valerie Cantin’s and Uncle’s accounts 

of the event.  The land on which the statue was to 

be erected was donated by the Cantin family to be 

retained as a park.  See Attachment 3.1. 



Although it was always Napoleon and Frère 

André’s dream, it wasn’t until 1972 that a statue 

was acquired from St. Peter’s Seminary in London. 

Napoleon’s son and his cousin Antoine 

(Anthony) LaPorte brought the statue from London 

and erected on the exact location Frère André had 

chosen.  The unveiling of the statue along with the 

dedication was well attended.  See Attachment 4. 



 



 

 



 The park also contains a memorial walkway 

and many historic plaques.  See Figure 5.  

Recently, Marc’s father, Jean-Paul Cantin, built a 

niche dedicated to the Good Brother in which 

persons can light candles in vigil for people in 

need and for the cause of Frère André. 



  Figure 5  Plaque on Memorial Walkway depicting Religious Life at St. Joseph 

 



It was thought that on one of his visits home to 

Montreal, Narcisse’s son Joseph L. Cantin had befriended a 

Brother of the Holy Cross by the name of John Woodcock, 

who also shared a room with Frère André.  Woodcock 

eventually ended up leaving the order to marry Narcisse’s 

daughter Josephine.  However, he still kept his friendship 

with the Good Brother.  Woodcock continued to drive him 

on many occasions to visit the sick and also would 

frequently invite him 

over for dinner.  John 

and Josephine’s 

daughter Georgette still 

resides in St. Joseph 

and remembers sitting 

on Brother André’s 

knee.  A picture of her 

brother playing with 

Frère André was on the 

cover of “Annals of 

Saint-Joseph Mount 

Royal” dated July-

August 1943.  See 

Figure 6.  The same 

picture is hung in the 

Oratory as well.  He so 

loved the children. 
Figure 6 Annals of Saint-Joseph Mount Royal dated July-August         

1943.  Brother André playing with young André Woodcock. 



 Narcisse and Josephine had ten children and 

each one of them shared a special devotion to 

Brother Andre and his work at the Oratory.  

Antoinette, one of the youngest of these children, 

would frequently visit with him and send prayer 

cards and special messages to the family back in St. 

Joseph. 
 

Message written on reverse of post card 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Front of post card sent from Antoinette to Napoleon 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 p.m. Dec. 21 – 1936  Rev. Frère André took this picture in his hands for me along when he sign both infant 

Jesus pictures also took St. Joseph medal Madeline died with and special favors were attached to all these at my 

own discretions and ardent prayer then wished for.  This was the last day I saw him alive.  St. Joseph will bless 

my wishes through him.  J. L. Cantin 

 

 Joseph L. Cantin was also a close friend of 

Frère André.  On February 13, 1926, Joseph 

Cantin bought a large statue of St. Joseph.  Brother 

André carried the large statue in his arms from the 

Oratory to the Cantin family home in Montreal.  

Joseph then took him around visiting the sick, and 

brought Frère André back to the Oratory around 

midnight.  Brother André wanted to make the Way 

of the Cross, and Joseph said, “Frère André, you’re 

too tired, go to bed.”  He answered, “It is when we 

do things tired that we gain merits.” 



          Picture of Joe Cantin and his children, Narcisse and Eva with Brother Andre 

 

 

 In 1939, after Frère André’s death, Joseph 

Cantin brought the statue to the Oratory and 

placed it on his tomb, where it was blessed by the 

attending priest asking special blessings for the 

Cantin family. 

 In 1940 it was shipped to Napoleon Cantin’s 

home in St. Joseph.  It unfortunately arrived in 

pieces.  Napoleon glued it back together and it is 

currently on display at the Huron County Museum 

as part of a temporary exhibit, “Innovative Huron” 

which opened in June 2008 and closes in May 

2009.  We have received many positive remarks in 



our Guest Sign-In Book.  We are fortunate to have 

met so many new people who have a story to share 

about their visit to the Oratory in Montreal.  We of 

course are eager to share our stories of Brother 

André as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Note how fascinated this young lady 

appears to be with our beloved St. 

Joseph!  On this particular day, 

February 16, 2009, over 700 people 

attended the exhibit at the Huron 

County Museum.  

 



 Less written documentation is available 

regarding Frère André’s visit to St. Joseph in 1922.  

However, several pictures of his visits to the school 

and outside the home of the Cantins with various 

family members and friends were retained and are 

currently on display in our St. Joseph Archives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 During Brother André’s visits, he would walk 

to church every day, a distance of approximately 

one mile.  He also frequently took walks down to 

the lake and out to the end of the dock, as shown 

in the picture below. 

 

 Napoleon’s last visit to Brother André was on 

the 24th of June, 1936 at his room at the External 

Classique Ste. Croix at 3820 Sherbrook St. East, 

Montreal.  During this visit, Brother André 

presented him with a piece of his cordon with a 

large crucifix attached and a St. Joseph’s medal. 



 

This unfortunately was the last time Napoleon saw 

his good friend alive.  His devotion to the Good 

Brother never faltered and he referenced him in 

his diary every day starting each entry with Frère 

André, JMJ pray for us, and sometimes adding 

another saint for the day.  This same, simple 

humble prayer appears in his journal right until 

two days prior to his own death on March 20, 

1953. (See Attachment 6.1) 

 



 During Brother Andre’s funeral, the Cantins 

were given passes to be close to the coffin.  One such 

pass gives Joseph L. Cantin permission to adjust the 

pillow holding the Good Brother’s head.  Georgette 

remembers so many people rubbing his feet with 

rosaries and medals that by the end of the 

procession, the toes of his stockings were worn off. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This particular pass 

was presented to 

Joseph L. Cantin 

permitting him to 

approach the coffin 

and adjust the 

pillow supporting 

Brother André’s 

head. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Front and back of prayer card found in the files of Napoleon Cantin 

 

 

 At the end of the funeral, the Cantins were 

among the rare few of his closest friends given the 

opportunity to sign a last letter of farewell which 

was entombed with Frère André.  See Attachment 

7.1 to 7.2. 

 

 Although Joseph, Jean and John Woodcock 

were present during the funeral days, Napoleon 

was unable to get to Montreal.  Therefore, his 



brother-in-law, John Woodcock, sent him several 

letters describing the events just prior to Brother 

André’s death, as well as the funeral.  See 

Attachments 8.1 to 8.5, Attachment 9.1 to 9.5 and 

Attachment 10.1. 

 

 Later on, Joseph L. Cantin and family friend, 

Dr. Josef Hilpert, a renowned artist of the day, 

designed and created a unique statue honouring 

Brother André.  Through the generous help of the 

parish, the statue 

was unveiled in 

1955.  Father 

Rondat blessed the 

statue.  He was the 

residing pastor 

during the visits of 

Brother André. 

 

 

 
Dr. Josef Hilpert, 

Self-Portrait 

 

 

 



 



 It is of some interest to note that Dr. Hilpert 

originally approached the Oratory with his design 

however, due to the timing, it wasn’t pursued.  The 

following letters describe a bit of the history 

behind the sculpture. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 

 



 



 



 It is a unique sculpture which is enjoyed by 

all.  Small sculptures in the form of an embossed 

plaque were produced in St. Joseph by Joseph L. 

Cantin.  Only a few remain in existence today.  

One of the sculptures of Brother André kneeling 

was placed in front of Joseph L. Cantin’s house in 

St. Joseph facing Lake Huron and is still present 

today after fifty-five years. 

 

 We can’t begin to describe how important 

Brother André has been in our lives.  We have 

loaned out the statue of St. Joseph to terminally ill 

friends, or those who feel they need special 

intercession.  Sometimes we weave a small piece of 

the silk cordon into a braid and attach a medal of 

Frère André and this brings them much relief and 

hope. 

 

 As a guest in Napoleon’s home, Frère André 

had the chance to sit on each of the dining room 

chairs.  These chairs were distributed to each 

family member, passing on the memories of those 

visits the Good brother made.  Many people have 

experienced a sense of relief by sitting where he sat 

many years ago. 



Napoleon and Valerie’s home in St. Joseph where Frère André stayed during his visits in 1917 and 1922. 

 

 

 

 Today, one can still find the presence of Frère 

André when they visit Église St. Pierre in St. 

Joseph.  Every Tuesday, the community holds a 

dedicated devotion to his cause which is very well 

attended. 

 



Niche at the entrance of Église St. Pierre, St. Joseph, Ontario 

 

 The Cantins cherish the memories they have of 

Frère André, who was known to enjoy a good joke 

and almost always be smiling.  His good nature was 

infectious and spread to all those he encountered.  

It is for this reason his story has continued to live 

on in the small French Settlement of St. Joseph.  

We, the Cantin family, persevere in spreading this 

unique history in any way we can.  We currently 

have a large portion of our Innovative Huron 

display dedicated to Frère André.  We continue to 

order the books “According to Witnesses” from the 



Oratory to pass out to family and friends.  Pictures 

of his visit to St. Joseph are shown in there as well. 

 In closing on behalf of the Cantin family, we 

sincerely wish all who continue to work for the 

cause of Brother André all the best and we 

continue as a community to pray for his cause. 
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 If it wasn’t for the chance meeting between 

Narcisse and Brother André in 1910, the 

friendship that grew into such a wonderful 

relationship which was followed by the wonderful 

visits to St. Joseph.  This of course was all knitted 

together by their common devotion to the Good 

Saint Joseph, the enduring devotion of Narcisse’s 

children, especially Joseph L. Cantin and John 

Woodcock. 

 We were fortunate that Napoleon’s devotion 

and love for Brother André was passed down to his 

children and they in turn instilled that faith in 

their children, and so on. 

 What made this small culmination of history 

possible was the wonderful recollections of my 

father, Jean-Paul Cantin and Georgette (Woodcock) 

Firlotte, along with my Uncle Napoleon Edward 

Cantin’s passion for retaining and preserving the 

family history. 

 

 We dedicate this book to them. 

  

     Marc and Pauline Cantin 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


