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(La Maison Otho Robichaud, designated historic
site in Neguac - Noel Chenier photo)

A house divided

Renovations to this house have disturbed
ghosts of Acadian history

READER FOCUS : It started with a disagreement between the province and
the local historical society over whether renovations to an old house in Neguac
should include a bread oven. It has turned into accusations of document
tampering and suggestions of a conspiracy to suppress history. It is a house
that not all Acadians feel comfortable with, a house that tells another story of

the Expulsion of 1755. It is Maison Otho
Robichaud.

(Project foreman Hubert Comeau
stands in the doorway of the Otho
Robichaud house in Neguac - Noel
Chenier photo)

A house divided
The restoration of the home of the 'Benedict Arnold' of Acadia
has triggered accusations of document tampering and forced
Acadians to re-examine their history
By Derwin Gowan

The house stands on top of a small hill by a brook, directly behind the Shell
service station and variety store in Neguac. The hand-hewn boards on the
exterior are whitewashed and as plain and weathered as the structure is, it
remains dignified. Inside, the 25-by-32-foot building, built with hand-hewn
beams held together with mortise and tenon joints, is sparse and open. The
main floor is all one room, with bare beams and posts exposed. The local
historical society hopes to build a hearth and bread oven on the wall which
they believe once held them.

The province designated the old house a protected historic site in 1994, and
the owner sold it to the Village of Neguac in 1996. The village turned it over
to the newly incorporated historical society, formed to take on the restoration
project which they hope to finish by the year 2000 - Neguac's millennium
project.

They are meticulously restoring the old house to the way it looked when, they
say, it was built in the late 18th century. The bronze plaque in front of the old
plank house reads: "Maison Otho Robichaud."

Neguac tradition holds that this is the house of Otho Robichaud.

Azade Godin, a descendant of Otho Robichaud, lived in this house until he
died in 1992; it seems that most Neguac residents - anyone with an old
Acadian name - trace their ancestry back to Otho Robichaud. But not

everybody liked Otho Robichaud, who died at
the age of 82 in Neguac in 1824.

(The controversy over the renovations to the
Otho Robichaud House began with a
disgreement over whether it should include a
bread oven)

Some of his descendants feel that, even today, certain people in the "Acadian
establishment" would like to write this Acadian deportee, who returned to
what became New Brunswick as a United Empire Loyalist, out of their history.
Fernand Robichaud and Céline Painchaud, both descendants of Otho
Robichaud, say that someone may have wanted to do this badly enough to
alter a 1794 survey plan at the Provincial Archives of New Brunswick in
Fredericton showing the original land grants in Neguac.



Fernand Robichaud, chairman of La Société historique de Neguac, and
Painchaud, a historical society director, have said that someone could have
done this to disprove the common belief among the people of Neguac that
Otho Robichaud built, lived and raised 12 children in an old wood-frame house
still standing in the middle of the village.

This, Robichaud says, placed La Société historique de Neguac on the wrong
side of what he calls the "establishment" which he says does not want a
restored house to attract attention to Otho Robichaud.

On one level, this is simply a dispute about the historical significance of one
old house between some family historians and the government department
that oversees restoration projects, between oral tradition and the uncertainty
of old documents. Yet, it is also much more than that. It is a house that not
all Acadians feel comfortable with, a house that tells another story of the
Expulsion of 1755. For a culture, like any other, which has created its own
myths of a happy and egalitarian Acadian family of peasants and fishermen
who were victimized by their English masters, it represents a house divided.
"There are people who don't want Otho Robichaud to be recognized as an
Acadian historical figure and they are attacking the house," Robichaud says.
"Hey, they can't change history, that's the way it was."

This fight, which has become so bitter that the province has brought in a third
party, a retired Acadian historian, to hand down a ruling, started with a bread
oven.

The provincial heritage branch disagreed with the Neguac historical society
that the restoration of the house should include a bread oven. A bread oven
attached to the fireplace would put the house back to the 18th century, that
is, to Otho Robichaud's day. No bread oven would date the house to the mid-
19th century, that is, after Otho Robichaud died.

This argument remained behind the scenes until La Revue de la Société
Historique Nicholas-Denys published an article last May by Fidèle Thériault,
historian with the heritage branch in Fredericton.

The article deals with the first Roman Catholic chapel built in Neguac, but, in
fact, it disputes that the building now under renovation was built by the
controversial Otho Robichaud.

Thériault accepts the view that the faithful built this chapel on property
belonging to Otho Robichaud in 1799, but the article contends that Roman
Catholics built a bigger wooden church in 1848 and used part of the old chapel
in the sanctuary.

Thériault argues that Otho Robichaud's son Louis then moved the remaining
section of the old chapel to a new foundation and turned it into a house for
himself and his family.

This is the same house that La Société historique de Neguac says that Otho
Robichaud built in 1789 - the same house which Fernand Robichaud says will
have a bread oven over Thériault's objections.

The article by the government historian points to Roman numerals carved in
some of the beams as evidence that the house once served as a chapel.
Moreover, Thériault argues, that the bell tower of the old chapel - not a hearth
and bread oven - stood at the end of the house where you can see an opening
which was boarded over years ago.

Thériault says in his article that Dorée Godin, a Robichaud clan member whose
brother Azade owned the house until 1992, told him in 1996 that her old aunt
Vénérande - who lived from 1835 to 1936 - moved into the new house which
her father, Louis built when she was 13. This would date the house to 1848
and support Thériault's "chapel theory."



(This map of Acadia and Nova Scotia was issued by
the British in 1750, just before the Expulsion.)

Robichaud does not mince words speaking of
Thériault and his article : "I mean, the guy is
bananas."
Robichaud calls this article an attack on La Société
historique de Neguac and the project to restore the

old house.

He says that Thériault, to support this thesis, accepted an altered 1794 survey
plan at face value and, further, incorrectly dated this plan to 1810 with no
supporting references.

Further, both Robichaud and Painchaud accuse Thériault of misrepresenting
their family tradition. Robichaud said his interest in his heritage once led him
to spend a whole day with Azade Godin, his relative who owned the house

until 1992.

(Co-operative labour was used by
Acadians in the construction of dykes and
aboiteaux, as seen in this painting by Azor
Vienneau in the Nova Scotia Museum.)

This family tradition holds that Louis
Robichaud, who inherited the old house

from his father, Otho, used a timber from the old chapel to fill the hole in the
floor when he took out the old fireplace.

He believes he knows which timber in the house it was, in fact. Robichaud
says the most convincing piece evidence is that the chapel was almost
certainly built from logs, while the house, with the interior walls gone, is
plainly a frame construction.

(Approaches to Fort Anne on the site of Port
Royal, the birthplace of Otho Robichaud)

Moreover, the "chapel theory," as Robichaud calls
Thériault's thesis, may be part of a much older
conspiracy to discredit Otho Robichaud. It can be

traced back at least to an article by Rodolphe Bourque in 1971, "Social and
Architectural Aspects of Acadians in New Brunswick." The architectural
arguments may be confusing to outsiders, but the motives are simple, says
Robichaud. This is a measure of the desire, in some quarters, to bury Otho
Robichaud's legacy.

Fernand Robichaud, standing in the middle of the old house on a cold October
evening gestures emphatically and says the finished restoration will have a
bread oven. As a Robichaud, he is accustomed to fighting and winning these
community battles.

Otho Robichaud was a child of the deportation. He was born on April 29, 1742
- the son of Louis Robichaud and Jeanne Bourgeois in Port Royal, Nova Scotia,
or as it was renamed by the British, Annapolis Royal.

Otho spent his childhood at Port Royal in the shadow of the Treaty of Utrecht
under which France ceded Acadia to Britain in 1713. When the French officers
left with the British conquest, there was a vacuum in the francophone world
for leaders. This is when the Robichaud family emerged as Acadian
spokesmen to confront the new masters who were British, says Maurice
Basque, who holds the chair of Acadian studies at the Université de Moncton
and has written a book on Otho Robichaud.

Otho's father, Louis Robichaud was one of the leaders at Port Royal as was
his grandfather, Prudhomme.

They were small-town dealers who had the contracts to supply the local
English garrison with wood. says Maurice Basque.

"They spoke English and they had a knowledge of some native tongues, so
they were interesting men. You couldn't get around them, you had to go
through them."

Every October, in pre-Expulsion Nova Scotia, the British administration would
ask the Acadian communities to choose delegates to act as spokesmen and



messengers. They would be summoned to hear the orders and they would go
back to their communities and explain what the new British masters wanted.
The Robichaud's were chosen by their community and as the years passed,
they became more dealers than messengers.

It is hard to say how wealthy the Robichauds were compared to other
Acadians, says Basque, but there is a story that one of Louis Robichaud's
cousins had a shawl that the local missionaries burned because it was too
pretentious for a girl of her station in the 1730s and 1740s.

Some would say Louis Robichaud got too close to the English occupiers. It is
believed that his son was named after Otho Hamilton, a British officer at Port
Royal.

Undoubtedly, says Basque, some francophones at Port Royal saw the
Robichauds as traitors. But then again, many Acadians did not appreciate
others being too close to the French either. The ideal situation was in the
middle. You did not want to appear too one-sided because if war broke out,
you were going to pay the price. From 1713 to 1755, it was a fine line between
leader and collaborator.

"Louis Robichaud, Otho's father, had a great deal of difficulties in the 1740s
and 1750s when France tried to recapture Nova Scotia," says Basque.

"We believe that his house was burned and his cattle stolen by the French
because they saw him as a traitor. The decade before the deportation was a
very troubled one. It was a time when France many times sent soldiers in
Nova Scotia to recapture the colony and the Acadians were forced to take
sides. It was a very troubled time. We're a long way from Longfellow's
description of a paradise on earth."

But Louis' relations with the English paid off when the Expulsion began in
1755. Despite a letter from Louis pleading that he be allowed to stay with the
British, his friends in the garrison could not save the Robichauds from
deportation. But Louis was given a choice few others received. He chose
where he would be deported to.

Louis chose Boston.

Louis continued in Boston as a businessman, and eventually moved the family
to nearby Cambridge. Otho, 13 years old at the time of the Expulsion, grew
up in the New England centre, received a good education and made English
friends - but he never lost his French language. Massachusetts was not always
a friendly place for a francophone Roman Catholic, but they survived.

The Robichauds moved in good circles in Boston. Their friends included future
prominent Loyalists like Edward Winslow, later to become the first chief justice
of the province of New Brunswick. Louis Robichaud was acknowledged by both
the community in Boston and the Bishop in Quebec as the leader of the
Acadians in Massachusetts. Interestingly, a cousin of Otho's was at Lexington-
Concorde. Those were the opening shots of the American revolution and a
Robichaud fired a shot at the British.

Basque says what's fascinating about the Robichauds is that they did not leave
Massachusetts in the 1760s after the Seven Years War as the great majority
of Acadians did.

"They fled with their Loyalists friends with the American Revolution. This was
not typical and I think it shows that they were closely linked to Loyalist circles
in Massachusetts."

The family moved to Quebec. Otho, now is his mid-30s, met Acadians from
the Miramichi region while in Quebec and he moved to Neguac to help build
the new Acadia at their urging. He bought a 600-acre property from Pierre
Loubert, on the west side of what we call Robichaud Creek today, for about
$40.

Otho moved into the log house which Loubert had built near the shore of
Miramichi Bay and went into business as a merchant and farmer, operating a
retail store and getting involved in the growing lumber trade.

In the meantime, the American Revolution ended disastrously for Otho's
Loyalist friends in New England and many flooded north as refugees. In 1784,
Britain split New Brunswick off as a separate colony from Nova Scotia, with



the soldier Thomas Carleton as governor and Loyalist hangers-on holding
various offices and handing out patronage from the new capital in Fredericton.
They needed an Acadian on the North Shore and turned to their old friend
Otho.

He signed the original petition to form courts
of justice in Northumberland County in 1788
and became a justice of the peace in the
1790s. He occupied the positions of overseer
of the poor, road commissioner, assessor of
rates and school trustee. He became a captain
of the militia in 1799.

He was probably the most powerful Acadian in Northern New Brunswick. If
Fredericton wanted something from the Acadians in the area, they had to go
through Otho and if people in Neguac: wanted something from Fredericton,
they had to go through Otho, says Basque.

"It's what I call a dynasty in the Acadian context - a very exceptional family,"
says the historian.

"What's interesting is that Otho Robichaud gives us another version of Acadian
history," says Basque. "Acadian history is more complex than just victims,
crying on their fate. Here you have a family, who were deported and struggled
but made something out of it. It's a success story."

Otho was a 47-year-old bachelor when on Aug. 18, 1789, Father Antoine
Girouard married him to 15-year-old Marie-Louise Thibodeau. They had 12
children -eight girls and four boys.

Their descendants continue to be political players. The first Acadian to
challenge the pre-Confederation establishment by running for office in New
Brunswick was a Robichaud; a premier of New Brunswick was a Robichaud;
the first Acadian lieutenant-governor; an early Acadian archbishop and the
first Acadian MLA elected in Nova Scotia were Robichauds.

"It's a coincidence perhaps, but its an amusing coincidence that it is in the
same family line," says Basque.

"They are like the Kennedys. You can't get the politics out of them. It's in
their blood."

Up until the marriage of Otho Robichaud and Marie-Louise Thibodeau, Fidèle
Thériault and Fernand Robichaud agree on the main outlines of the story - but
they diverge from this point onwards.

Fidèle Thériault, the heritage branch historian holds that Otho Robichaud,
despite his station, lived in the log house built in 1765 by the previous
landowner, Pierre Loubert, until his death in 1824, and that his son, Louis,
refashioned the old chapel into a new home in 1848.

La Société historique de Neguac believes that Otho built his bride a new house
- still standing in Neguac around the time of their marriage in 1789 or perhaps
even as early as when he built the property in 1781.

In the end, the issue will likely turn on interpreting some yellowed old
documents - especially the survey plan at the Provincial Archives of New
Brunswick - which Fernand Robichaud has suggested that someone could
have altered, then misplaced.

In his article, Fidèle Thériault cites a survey plan with the New Brunswick
Archives number NI/27. He dates this map to 1810.

It shows a building which looks like a draughtsman's representation of a
chapel on Otho Robichaud's property. It also shows a house on the
neighbouring property granted to Jean Desnoyers - a property Otho
Robichaud had acquired for a canoe loaded with provisions in 1789.
Fidèle Thériault's article forced La Société historique de Neguac to do its own
research. Fernand Robichaud went to Fredericton to rummage through the
archives.

Last August he found a survey plan among other maps and survey plans. The
plan, a single piece of paper with no attachments, had no date on it, but it
carried the archives' identification number NI/27 - the same number on the
document used by Fidèle Thériault and dated to 1810.



What to make of it?

Robichaud continued digging through the archives and found a four-page,
hand-written document by surveyor George Sproule - describing tracts of land
which "Otho Robicheau and six other Acadian settlers" owned in Neguac.
Robichaud took the map to archives staff, who he says agreed that it probably
went with Sproule's survey report. They could not explain how it got detached
and tossed into a pile with other maps.

Sproule's report was dated Oct. 10, 1793.

But dating the survey plan NI/27 to 1793 presents a problem, because it
shows a chapel which other records show was not built until 1799.

Furthermore, the archives survey plan shows the house on the John
Desnoyers side of the property line.

So?

Robichaud argues that surveyors do not like crooked lines, so Sproule opted
not to follow Robichaud Creek, the accepted property line. He drew a straight
line north 45 degrees west from the mouth of the creek which, it so happened,
left the house on the wrong side of the line. This would have caused little
trouble since Otho Robichaud owned both properties, anyway.

Fernand Robichaud contends that a surveyor today, following Sproule's
written directions, would place this house on the survey plan right where the
old house in Neguac - the one Fernand Robichaud calls Maison Otho
Robichaud, but Thériault calls the old chapel - stands today.

Supporters of the "chapel theory" have to explain this house, whether the
map dates to 1793 or 1810. If there was - earlier house near the spot, an
archeologist could likely find the foundation. If - accepting the "chapel theory"
- the older house burned and Louis Robichaud set part of the old chapel on
the old foundation, an archeological excavation could determine this.

But, what of the chapel, which presents a conundrum to Robichaud and
Thériault both, if this map dates to 1793?

It seems plain to Robichaud, at least, that somebody, at some time, altered
the document NI/27 - carefully redrawing one of the little houses to look like
a chapel which should appear on an 1810 document.

"This map was lost," Robichaud says. "It was mysteriously detached from the
survey documents."

"But the big problem is, there was no chapel built in 1793, it was built several
years later," said Robichaud.

"They had to have a map showing the chapel," he says. "It may be someone
from the establishment."

"The whole plan is stupid, to be honest with you, so don't try to make a whole
lot of sense," he said. "This is altered, there is no doubt in my mind ... but
that document is the most important document in the history of Neguac - it
is the first land grants."

Since finding the survey plan in August and connecting it to Sproule's survey
report of 1793, La Société historique de Neguac has pursued the issue.
Robichaud sent a blistering letter to Thériault's boss, Economic Development,
Tourism and Culture Minister Roly McIntyre, on Oct. 21, 1998, outlining "clear
evidence of fraud on a government document," and accusing Thériault of
publishing a "fraudulent article."

In its letter to the Minister, the historical society calls for legal action against
the culprits.

"It's just a frigging old house," Fernand Robichaud says. "This is not the
Northern Ireland peace talks here."

In early October, the province named an independent historian, Jean Daigle,
a former holder of the Chair for Acadian Studies at Université de Moncton, to
research the heritage of the house. He's due to report back in January, 1999.



La Société historique de Neguac, although it initially raised concerns that the
provincial study would be a whitewash, has agreed to keep quiet on the issue
until the study is released.

All parties are keeping quiet. Fernand Robichaud now downplays the
implications of the map and his suspicions about it. He firmly believes that
someone tampered with the survey plan - turning a house into a chapel but
he believes it could have been done a century ago and without malice.
Yet the house of Otho Robichaud has become more than just a loud squabble
for turf among historians, professional and amateur. Somehow it has grown
into some labyrinthian medieval intrigue - complete with heresies, theologians
counting angels on the head of a pin and Jesuits burning documents in the
Vatican.

Historian Maurice Basque does not want to enter the debate on the dating of
the house or whether it was Otho Robichaud's or his son's. The house is
important, he says, but not the date.

Basque says it would an "ultra-nationalistic" position to want to eliminate Otho
and his father and grandfather from Acadian history.

"I can't stand when people say you can't study the Robichauds because they
are not representative. Who's representative of what'? They were part of
Acadian society, just part of the upper part of that society."
Traditionally, he says, Acadians have liked to view themselves as a people
with an egalitarian past - poor, but co-operative, victimized but happy. It is
this "Acadian Village" view, like the "Kings Landing" view, that provides a
stereotypical view of both societies. These models don't allow for the
complexity of both pre-Expulsion Acadia or New Brunswick after the landing
of the Loyalists.

"That is why some people might be uncomfortable with the Robichauds,
because historically they represent something that does not fit their image of
Acadian history. If you are always saying the Acadians are victims and the
English are always this, then if you negotiate with the English you are branded
as a traitor. But you are using your late-20th century ultra-nationalistic eyes
to see 18th-century Acadian behaviour. We should not do this with Otho
Robichaud. It's as if he's on trial with late 20th-century judges and lawyers
and laws."

Basque says putting a plaque on the Robichaud house does not glorify him;
it simply acknowledges the family as key players, not the only players, during
a tumultuous time. Whether you like them or despise them or think they were
traitors is not relevant to their significance, he says.

"A militia captain and a justice of the peace is less romantic, of course, than
an army of peasants, illiterate but oh, so happy, singing and always dancing
to the fiddle.

"But if you introduce some complexity into that picture, suddenly everyone
isn't singing the same tune. Nobody can be directing the orchestra if everyone
isn't playing the same tune."

The land on which the old chapel and the house that Pierre Loubert built in
1765 stood, eventually eroded into Miramichi Bay.

Fernand Robichaud thinks it's bizarre to believe that "the most prominent
Acadian in the North who financed English merchants" would stay there, but
he, feels that some Acadian nationalists would draw comfort from the
knowledge that Otho Robichaud the Benedict Arnold of Neguac - lived out his
days in a draughty old log house that washed into the sea.

But maybe Otho Robichaud built his house on a foundation more solid than
that. And maybe one big happy Acadian family - which for so long snubbed
him -can finally welcome him home.

(Two windows are the only light
sources on the top floor of the house of
Otho Robichaud - Noel Chenier photo)
Derwin Gowan is a reporter for the
Telegraph Journal in Miramichi.


