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Commemorating a Transnational 
Hero: The 1909 Celebration of 
the Tercentenary of the Discovery 
of Lake Champlain

In 1909, Champlain emerged as both a 
Canadian and an American hero, with 
historical significance for residents on 
both sides of the border. This made him 
a uniquely transnational figure.

By SYLVIE BEAUDREAU

In 1909, the states of Vermont and New York held an elaborate cel-

ebration of the tercentenary of the European discovery of Lake 

Champlain. This was the greatest public commemoration ever to 

be held in the Champlain Valley and an event of national and at times 

international scope. The ambitious, extravagant, and costly week-long 

program of activities was a form of public commemoration marking the 

importance of Samuel de Champlain to the founding of the United States 

of America. Its legacy was to fi rmly establish Samuel de Cham plain as a 

fully American national hero.

At fi rst glance, there may seem to be nothing unusual about this. In 

1908 Canadians celebrated the three hundredth anniversary of Cham-

plain’s founding of the City of Quebec, and indeed of New France and 

ultimately of Canada itself.1 It seems natural, then, that the Quebec 

Champlain tercentenary took on the importance that it did, because 
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Champlain can truly be considered the “father” of New France and 

Canada. But how, in 1909, did Americans regard Champlain? How did 

they commemorate him, and what aspects of his legacy were retained? 

How, indeed, and why did Champlain emerge at this time as a fi gure 

with historical resonance for the people of America? In 1909, Cham-

plain emerged as both a Canadian and an American hero, with histori-

cal signifi cance for residents on both sides of the border. This made him 

a uniquely transnational fi gure.2 To some degree, it is possible to com-

pare the 1908 Quebec tercentenary with the 1909 New York/Vermont 

celebrations, and to refl ect on to what degree these commemorative 

events shared similar goals. Most importantly, the Champlain Tercen-

tenary took place at a time when a number of changes were occurring 

in American society that allowed for this founder of Canada to take his 

place among the pantheon of American heroes.3

The bi-state tercentenary of the discovery of Lake Champlain was an 

event that has left us with an important legacy. First of all, the week-

long celebrations were held throughout the Lake Champlain region, in 

places like Crown Point, Fort Ticonderoga, Plattsburgh, on the New 

York side of the lake, and at Swanton, Isle La Motte, Vergennes, and 

Burlington, on the Vermont side. The historical sources for this celebra-

tion, mainly in the form of newspaper and magazine articles and ephem-

era, are quite rich. At the end of the festivities, the commissions of both 

states published lavish commemorative volumes, whose role would be 

to perpetuate throughout time the importance of this event for future 

generations.4 The Champlain Tercentenary also provided the occasion 

for the erection of permanent markers—of statues and memorials—

throughout the Champlain Valley. The new interest in Champlain as an 

American hero can also be gauged by the number of publications 

emerging around these years that deal particularly with his importance 

to United States history. Finally, the New York commissioner, having a 

more generous budget, put a man named L. E. Shattuck in charge of 

publicity for the Champlain Tercentenary. Shattuck collected clippings 

dealing with the event that he pasted into two enormous, luxurious 

scrap books that constitute a kind of monument to the international at-

tention that the celebrations had received. There was an educational 

component to the commemoration as well. Thus the historian has a rich 

record from which to cull facts and information, and from which to de-

rive some sense of the signifi cance of this popular remembrance of the 

man who gave his name to this region of North America. It is impor-

tant to note that when piecing together the historical record, the Lake 

Champlain tercentenary presents a more ambitious scope than the Que-

bec one. This is due to the fact that the Quebec celebrations took place 
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in the City of Quebec itself. The American celebrations took place 

throughout the Champlain Valley, and the number of locations pres-

ents the historian with many different celebrations, all of which had 

common elements, but each of which also presented some signifi cant 

local differences. Thus the American celebrations were in some ways 

larger and more diffuse, making attempts to defi ne their essential na-

ture somewhat more daunting.

To begin with, the Champlain Tercentenary exemplifi es the kind of 

commemorative event that Michael Kammen tells us became typical of 

America in the Progressive era. In the introduction to his monumental 

study, Mystic Chords of Memory, Kammen tells an anecdote about how 

Swedish immigrants to America developed an expression to describe 

what the United States meant to them: they called it framtidstlandet, or 

land of the future. Using this expression as a starting point, Kammen 

then asks, when exactly did America go from being a land of the future 

to a land of the past? When did Americans begin to “invent” tradition?5 

In this case, I would argue that residents of Vermont and New York 

State had always been vaguely aware that the Champlain Valley was 

rich in history, but it was during the tercentenary, that for the fi rst time, 

a well-developed image of the region as a historical entity worthy of 

global attention fi rst emerged. In essence, then, what the citizens of the 

valley were doing in 1909 was not merely celebrating the life of the dis-

coverer of the lake; they were also commemorating the rich history of 

the lake itself, the 300-year period beginning with Champlain’s arrival in 

1609, through French occupation, British conquest, American rebel-

lion, down to the War of 1812. The tercentenary events allowed for a 

historical “production” of the region, bringing to the foreground the 

extent to which the valley was steeped in history. Thus, to employ Kam-

men’s approach, it is possible to say that what the commissioners 

planned and what ordinary citizens witnessed was the “invention” of a 

historic region: the Champlain Valley.6

This brings us to the question of what Americans were commemo-

rating in 1909. Basically, the approaching date of 1909 gave citizens of 

Vermont and New York State an opportunity to refl ect upon the fact 

that the Champlain Valley had been continuously occupied by Europe-

ans since Champlain accompanied Huron, Algonquin, and Montagnais 

allies on a war party against their Iroquois enemies. This story, told by 

Champlain himself, and expressed in the iconic engraving produced for 

the publication of his magnifi cent Voyages, can be seen as deeply signif-

icant for the subsequent course of North American history. By deciding 

to ally himself with the enemies of the Iroquois, Champlain ensured the 

enmity of the latter to the French. One could argue, and it has been 
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argued ad nauseum, that Iroquois enmity to the French ultimately led 

to the defeat and expulsion of the French from North America. Because 

of this, the northern part of North America would ultimately remain 

British, providing the basis for Americans to eventually rebel from 

their Mother Country, and create a republic whose roots were Anglo-

Protestant, and not Franco-Catholic. In fact, when Champlain traveled 

down la rivière des Iroquois, following a warpath into Iroquois terri-

tory, unbeknownst to him, he sealed the fate of generations to follow. 

This is the historic lore that so many North Americans cherish as the 

Champlain story for the continent. 

Canadians are accustomed to the idea of Champlain as not merely an 

explorer, or a war-wager, but as a founder of Canada. And indeed, his 

many voyages to and from France, his multiple setbacks, and the persis-

tence with which he continually returned to re-establish and fortify his 

small settlement at Quebec are what Canadians remember, as well as his 

traveling to areas of Canada previously not seen by a European. Cham-

plain is also widely admired for producing what was at the time the best 

map of the Northeastern part of North America.7 The fact that this map 

appears on the new Canadian 100 dollar bill is refl ective of its signifi -

cance. In fact, Samuel de Champlain belongs to the pantheon of Euro-

pean explorers who left their mark on Western civilization. If for no 

other reason, he deserved to be remembered for this.

Unlike Canadians, Americans could not truly designate Champlain 

as a founder of America; or at least there were no real grounds for such 

an assertion. Champlain made no attempt to found a settlement in ei-

ther Vermont or New York State, or in any other part of the present 

day United States.8 To understand how he could be construed in 1909 

as an American hero, one must employ a more sophisticated tack that 

emphasizes three events and ideas. First, as the fi rst European to visit 

this valley, Champlain did so at the time that Henry Hudson was travel-

ing up the river that would ultimately bear his name. Champlain gave 

his name to the lake he “discovered” and drew it on his maps, as well as 

renaming the Iroquois river for his patron at the French court, the omni-

potent Cardinal Richelieu. Second, when Champlain fi red his arquebus 

at Iroquois chiefs, the fi rst gunshot heard in the valley, he initiated what 

would subsequently serve as an important warpath in the history of 

North America.9 By being the fi rst to “wage war” in the valley, however 

modestly, Champlain represented the starting point of the military his-

tory of this important region. Thus, by discovering, mapping, and claim-

ing this area for France, Champlain began the French occupation of the 

valley, to be followed by the British and then the Americans them-

selves. In this manner, Champlain can be construed as the originator of 
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the French control of the valley, a control only formally relinquished at 

the close of the French and Indian war. Third and more importantly, 

Champlain can be construed as the fi rst European to bring “civiliza-

tion,” i.e., Christianity, to the “savages.” When the commissioners of 

1909 fi nally decided to refurbish the lighthouse at Crown Point with a 

statue of Champlain, the celebrants at the offi cial ceremony dedicating 

the monument, held in July of 1912, ceremoniously held up a large ban-

ner upon which was inscribed “Shedding the light of civilization for 

three centuries.” Tying the lighthouse theme with the idea of the “light” 

of civilization, or Christianity, was perhaps the most telling indication 

of what this event meant for those who participated in its staging.10

Interestingly, then, the Champlain commemoration did not have as 

its sole purpose the celebration of the life of a great Frenchman. In-

deed, what the Commissioners envisaged from the start was a celebra-

tion that would include the entire history of the Champlain Valley, with 

its “layered” past of French, British, and American colonizing efforts. 

Thus the week long celebration provided the occasion for each part of 

the valley to bring to the fore its claims to historic importance. The re-

construction of Fort Ticonderoga, instigated by Stephen Hyatt Pelham 

Pell, was begun so that it would coincide with the Champlain Tercente-

nary.11 A commemorative plaque was unveiled at the ruins of Fort St. 

Frederick at Crown Point. Later, the lighthouse was refurbished by the 

President Taft inspects the restored West Barracks of historic Fort Ticon-
deroga. Photo courtesy Fort Ticonderoga Historical Museum.
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commissioners to provide a permanent memorial in a location that was 

technically in New York, but close to the border with Vermont. The cit-

izens of Plattsburgh, many of whom were Franco-American, organized 

the building of an important statue to Champlain that rivals the one 

constructed in 1898 in Quebec City. Even earlier, the Franco-American 

citizens of the eponymous borderline village of Champlain, New York, 

erected a statue of their own on the grounds of their national parish. 

And on the Vermont side of the Lake, monuments and historical mark-

ers were unveiled in Swanton, Vergennes, Isle La Motte and at the 

University of Vermont. Thus, it is possible to argue that the Champlain 

Tercentenary provided the opportunity for communities to “histori-

cize” their location—to bring to the foreground the signifi cant events of 

their past. This resulted in the situating of a number of impressive new 

monuments which, when taken together, provided a physical reminder 

of the important historical events that took place in the valley. One of 

the lasting legacies of the 1909 commission’s efforts, then, was to have 

either created, or have caused to be created, a number of permanent 

monuments in the valley. This made visible, arguably for the fi rst time, 

a landscape of memory.

More importantly, perhaps, this frenzy for the creation of permanent 

markers had the effect of “construing” the valley as a prime destination 

for heritage tourism. It is clear that the organizers of the tercentenary 

were aware of the potential economic rewards for such investments. 

From this moment on, we see the appearance of maps and brochures 

advertising not only the romance of the history of the Champlain Val-

ley, but of the possibility of now visiting not only the sites where history 

was made, but of viewing the impressive monuments and markers whose 

existence now clarifi ed and made accessible the signifi cance of what one 

was visiting. The monuments themselves were designed to create a feel-

ing of the picturesque and the sublime. Interminable debates were held 

during which citizens argued over the most suitable location, and the 

most potentially picturesque placement of these monuments, the most 

important of which was the one at Crown Point.12 During the celebra-

tion itself, the Automobile Club of America, a novel organization dedi-

cated to promoting the interests of a new breed of automobilists, de-

cided to produce a special map for its members which indicated exactly 

how one could “motor” from New York City all the way through the 

Champlain Valley. We perhaps need reminding that in 1909 there were 

few paved roads, and no interstate highways, so such a map would have 

been a valuable article.13 The ACA made sure that the map also indi-

cated the historic points of interest that the motorists would have ac-

cess to by employing the routes suggested. This map, one could argue, 



105
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

shows how for the fi rst time the valley’s potential for heritage tourism 

was being highlighted for the new era of the automobile. Such efforts 

continued through the 1959 celebrations of the 350th anniversary of the 

lake, which produced a colorful heritage map for the automobilists who 

had now become a mass phenomenon, rather than the elitist pursuit it 

The Champlain Memorial at Crown Point, New York was a remodeled 
lighthouse upon which figured a statue of Samuel de Champlain. Photo 
courtesy of the Feinberg Library Special Collections, Plattsburgh State 
University.



106
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

had been in the early twentieth century. Such maps would urge motor-

ists to go on a voyage of “discovery” of the Lake just as Champlain had 

done three hundred and fi fty years ago. And it is worth noting that such 

efforts to promote heritage tourism in the Lake Champlain region are 

ongoing, the most recent initiative being the international Lakes to 
Locks Passage program.14 At the close of the 1909 celebration, the Bur-
lington Free Press could claim that the Lake Champlain Valley was the 

“Most Delightful Region of Eastern America.”15

The city of Plattsburgh’s efforts to create a permanent monument to 

Champlain offer us an instructive example of this process of creating 

what we would call today “infrastructure improvements.” Plattsburgh, 

New York, situated on the shores of Lake Champlain, about thirty kilo-

meters south of the Canadian border, was and remains the largest com-

munity on the New York side of Lake Champlain. Its location across the 

lake from Burlington—the largest city of Vermont—makes Plattsburgh 

a kind of twin city as well. Both Plattsburgh and Burlington, by virtue 

of their being relatively large population centers, and having signifi cant 

Franco-American communities, celebrated the Champlain tercentenary 

with lavish week-long festivities that included military displays, street 

The Lozier, a luxury automobile produced in Plattsburgh, was used in 
the tercentenary celebrations. Automobiling was still a pastime for the 
rich in 1909. Photo courtesy of the Feinberg Library Special Collections, 
Plattsburgh State University.
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parades, commemorative religious ceremonies, formal dinners, public 

fi reworks spectacles, torpedo boat races, and a pageant consisting of 

an Indian play, Hiawatha, enacted on a specially constructed fl oating 

island. Each participating community had been designated a special 

day of the week for President Taft’s visit. But Plattsburgh, New York, 

could not claim any special connection to Champlain, who had neither 

landed there nor done anything within the region. And yet, following 

the Tercentenary, a prestigious New York City architecture fi rm de-

signed and erected a statue of Samuel de Champlain which is as impos-

ing as that built in Quebec City, a community which was not only larger 

than Plattsburgh, but could legitimately claim Champlain as their illus-

trious founder. Why did the citizens of Plattsburgh decide to erect such 

a glorious statue to Champlain? The answer may lie simply in the fact 

that being situated on Lake Champlain, the citizens of Plattsburgh 

wanted to build a permanent memorial to the discoverer of the Lake. 

In this case, the location of the statue, on historic Cumberland Avenue 

at the mouth of the Saranac River, may provide some clues. Champlain 

stands not facing the city itself, as is the case in Quebec, but facing the 

lake. And if you gaze in the same direction that the statue of Cham-

plain apparently does, you will see a magnifi cent view of the lake with 

the Green Mountains of Vermont on the horizon. The placement of the 

statue seems to force the viewer to contemplate the beauty of the lake 

much as Champlain would have. What the viewer sees is what Cham-

plain might have seen, and this provides one with some stirring thoughts 

about what it must have been like to be the fi rst European to gaze upon 

such a sublime view. 

At the same time, building the imposing statue of Champlain provided 

a new tourist attraction to draw visitors to Plattsburgh. The statue itself 

was a way for the community of Plattsburgh to “claim” Champlain as 

one of their own. It also gave citizens a place to promenade on week-

ends and evenings, and to picnic and pose for photographs. The Cham-

plain statue became a symbol of Plattsburgh itself, and this symbolic el-

ement was reinforced through the production and distribution of penny 

postcards, as well as in the pictorial representation of the city. In the 

same way as visitors to New York City might pose next to the Statue of 

Liberty as a way of saying “I visited the important sites of New York,” 

visitors to Plattsburgh could pose next to the statue of Champlain as a 

way of saying “I visited the important sites of the Lake Champlain Val-

ley.” So the statue of Champlain joined other attractions, such as the 

McDonough Monument, the Kent DeLord house, and the tombs of im-

portant War of 1812 heroes, to become a permanent addition to the 

historic tourism potential of the city. Thus Champlain, though not a 
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founder of Plattsburgh, is the discoverer of the Lake; and Plattsburgh, 

as the largest city on the New York side of the lake, could claim him as 

one of their own.16

But there is perhaps another, more subtle reason for the magnifi cent 

memorial Plattsburgh put in place for Champlain. Situated so close to 

the Canadian border, this community was heavily Franco-American. Ac-

cording to the New York State Census of 1900, 50 percent of the citizens 

of Clinton County were born in Canada, a fi gure that under estimates 

the Franco-American population of the region because it doesn’t include 

second- or third-generation Franco-Americans. Those familiar with the 

emigration movement of French Canadians to the United States know 

that this migration began in the years following the failed Patriote re-

bellions of 1837-38, and intensifi ed in the decade of the Civil War and 

beyond. These migrants were fl eeing the overpopulated seignueries of 

the St. Lawrence and Richelieu valleys, and were often lured over the 

border by the economic opportunities offered in the logging camps, min-

ing towns, quarries, and factories of upstate New York. These French 

speaking and Catholic immigrants found themselves bearing the brunt 

of Anglo-American nativism and anti-Catholicism that peaked in the 

1850s. In the 1880s, all Franco-Americans of the Northeast had reacted 

to the stigma of having been described by the Massachusetts Labor 

Dedication of the Plattsburgh Champlain monument, July 6, 1912. Photo 
courtesy of the Feinberg Library Special Collections, Plattsburgh State 
University.
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Commission as “The Chinese of the East.” The French Canadian emi-

grant population of Plattsburgh, like their homologues elsewhere south 

of the border, responded to the prejudice of the Yankees and the as-

similationist forces of American society by forming strong so-called 

“national” parishes that formed the physical and spiritual center of their 

communities. Plattsburgh had one such strong Little Canada in the 

neighborhood surrounding St. Pierre de Plattsburgh. Plattsburgh’s Little 

Canada has streets with names like Champlain, Montcalm, and Lafay-

ette, suggesting the pride taken in Franco-American heroes.

By the turn of the century the French Canadian emigrant communi-

ties had become so numerically important in the Northeast—often form-

ing the majority of the population of many industrial cities—that a new 

name had emerged to designate them: Franco-Americans. This desig-

nation is somewhat ambiguous, but it alerts us to the fact that these 

new Americans saw themselves not as impoverished emigrants who 

had fl ed the miseries of overpopulated former seigneuries of the St. 

Lawrence Valley. Nor did they see themselves necessarily as forming a 

part of the industrial proletariat that provided the necessary man (and 

woman) power for the textile factories of the Northeast. By designating 

themselves as Franco-Americans this emigrant group could distinguish 

Plattsburgh’s tercentenary parade on French Day featured floats with 
Franco-American themes, including, in the foreground, a replica of the 
Don de Dieu. Photo courtesy of the State of New York’s Champlain Ter-
centenary Report.
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itself from other newcomers by claiming that they were not mere immi-

grants, coming to America from across the Atlantic—from places like 

Ireland, Poland, or Greece. They could claim that as descendants of the 

French in North America, they were true Americans.17 And this is where 

Samuel de Champlain comes into the picture. For Franco-Americans 

of Plattsburgh and Burlington, the tercentenary of the discovery of Lake 

Champlain by a Frenchman was a potent reminder that the French 

were amongst the European discoverers of America and had been pres-

ent in this region since 1609. This gave the Franco-Americans their 

lettres de noblesse: their claim to a noble past, and their right at present 

to affi rm their place as honorable Americans. Thus it comes as no sur-

prise that the Plattsburgh celebrations should have featured a special 

French Day, including a French parade, planned by a French Day com-

mittee headed by Dr. Jacques LaRocque, one of the city’s prominent 

Franco-American citizens.18 The impetus to erect a monument to Cham-

plain in Plattsburgh was strongly infl uenced by the presence of a vi-

brant Franco-American community in this town for whom Champlain 

was an important hero. Today, the monument is surrounded by paving 

stones, upon which appear the names of contributors to the fundraising 

recently required to refurbish the area around the statue of Cham -

plain. Not surprisingly, the majority of contributors’ names etched in the 

stones are Franco-American: Tremblays, Busheys, and LaBombards. 

This would indicate that almost one hundred years after the erection of 

the monument, the Franco-American families of the area still feel a 

special bond with Champlain.19

The Tercentenary celebration also illustrates the manifold ways in 

which Champlain had become an all-American hero. In 1909 he joined 

the pantheon of great male fi gures whose lives were written in such a 

manner as to form an object lesson in American civic virtue. It is that 

around this time books and articles began to appear in the United 

States with titles like Samuel de Champlain: An American Hero.20 In 

July of 1909 Atlantic Monthly published an article by Charles M. Harvey 

entitled “Champlain as a Herald of Washington.”21 In such pieces Cham-

plain was being described not as a French or a Canadian hero, but as a 

founder of the United States of America. Champlain was admired for 

his character and sterling qualities. This is linked to what historian and 

commentator Howard Zinn has called the idea of the United States as an 

“exceptionally virtuous” nation. According to this view America claims 

to be, in Zinn’s words, “somehow endowed by Providence with unique 

qualities that make it morally superior to every other nation on Earth,” 

a characterization that Zinn vigorously refutes.22 Before dismissing 

Zinn as a left-wing crank, we should note that he is referring to an idea 
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with considerable legitimacy in American foreign policy circles: The 

notion of so-called “American exceptionalism.” Champlain was admired 

for his virtues—his Christian faith, his honesty, his perseverance, his 

bravery—and his virtues were seen as refl ecting the kind of qualities that 

have made America great. So considerable were Champlain’s virtues 

that those who spoke at the tercentenary celebrations attempted to 

link themselves or their fellow platform dignitaries with the character 

of Champlain. Most often, and rather incongruously, President Taft was 

compared favorably to Champlain. The Times Dispatch of Richmond, 

Virginia, “Put Taft Beside (the) Great Champlain.”23 Such headlines 

were based on the speeches made by French Ambassador Jean-Jules 

Jusserand in which he likened Taft’s missionary spirit to that of Cham-

plain’s, congratulating the president for the favorable results he obtained 

promoting Christianity while governor of the Philippines, a Catholic 

colony newly acquired by the United States.24 “Each Knew What It 

Was to Plant a Flag in a Faraway Land” was the quote from Jusserand 

employed as a headline by the Philadelphia Press.25 Thus if Champlain 

“spread the light of Christian civilization” in the valley, Taft was lauded 

for “spreading the light of Christian civilization” in the Philippines. In 

this way, speakers attempted, however awkwardly, to draw a direct line 

of inheritance from Champlain to the leaders of Progressive America.26 

Finally, it is possible to regard 1909 as a turning point in that Cham-

plain becomes a transnational or a bi-national hero claimed by both 

Canada and the United States. Both nations used the occasion of the 

commemoration of his momentous life as an opportunity to declare fun-

damental commonalities and a joint destiny. Canadian troops came 

down to parade during the various local celebrations, the offi cial digni-

taries from both countries met and dined together at lavish receptions, 

fi lling their platform speeches with endless declarations of mutual ad-

miration and Canadian-American bonne entente. Terse newspaper head-

lines cited speeches that trumpeted the tercentenary’s major accom-

plishment: acknowledgement that a new century of peace had dawned 

on the three great nations of America, France, and Great Britain. In 

1909 Canada was still represented abroad by the British. Therefore, 

when American speakers lauded the presence of the British we can as-

sume they included in the so-called British connection their great neigh-

bor, Canada. Thus a typical tercentenary headline would be “Former 

Foes Talk Peace at Fort Ticonderoga: Representatives of Three Na-

tions in Fraternal Meeting at Tercentenary Celebration.”27 The (New 
York) Sun declared “Taft at Champlain Show: Joins With Ambassa-

dors in Declaring for World Peace.”28 Or “Welcome to the Redcoats: 

Coming Back to Plattsburg After a Century.”29
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President Taft’s speeches at Fort Ticonderoga, Plattsburgh, and Bur-

lington were signifi cant in that they interpreted the tercentenary as 

heralding a new era of Canadian-American peace and prosperity. Thus 

a fi nal meaning of the Champlain Tercentenary was that the celebra-

tion itself appeared to usher in a new sensitivity on the part of the 

United States that Canada was an independent nation and a country 

that Americans would respect as a peaceful neighbor. The fact that 

Canadian troops were welcomed on American soil signifi ed that in 

the near-100-year period since the end of the War of 1812, Canadian-

American relations had been put right. Newspapers played upon this 

theme in their coverage of the festivities. An example was the Washing-
ton Herald headline “Canadian Highlanders Capture the Champlain 

Valley.” The article presented the events thus:

The British redcoats again took possession of the Champlain Valley 
to-day, after an absence of nearly 100 years. They not only captured 
this city, but did it in the presence of the President of the United 
States. They captured all the people as well. Two regiments of Cana-
dian troops did the trick. They were the governor general’s foot 

Welcome to the Redcoats: The presence of Canadian Highlanders at 
Plattsburgh seemed to make the point that British or Canadian troops 
were now welcome on American soil. Photo courtesy of Feinberg Library 
Special Collections, Plattsburgh State University.
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guards from Ottawa and the Fifth Royal Canadian Highlanders in 
kilts from Montreal, and a brave show they made of the beautiful pa-
rade ground of the United States army post. They fi lled the plains 
with bright color and the people warmed mightily to them.30 

During the literary and historical exercises that accompanied the Cham-

plain Tercentenary—forty years after Canada had been granted nation-

hood by the British—the American president recognized Canada as a 

junior neighbor whose independence would be accepted, and indeed 

celebrated, as a fait accompli.31 Given that Taft was intending to pro-

pose a reciprocity agreement with Canada, he spoke of that nation in 

terms meant to reassure American audiences. Reporting on the presi-

dent’s speech, the Washington Herald wrote:

He referred to the fact that Canada and the mother country were at-
tracting our farmers out in the West, and declared it was and would 
be short-sighted policy to try and prevent this and look upon Canada 
as a competitor. He declared, with emphasis, that the prosperity of 
one country would also be the prosperity of the other, and asserted 
that the Champlain celebration was of value to all concerned and es-
pecially in the fact that it had shown the existence of neighborly 
affection.32

Looking ahead a few years, the nations that extended a hand of friend-

ship in 1909—France, Great Britain, the United States, and Canada—

would all eventually join together in armed confl ict during the Great 

War, a war that—at least in theory—was to be fought to “make the 

world safe for democracy.” The pledge of peace between these nations, 

one could argue, was solemnized during the bi-state Champlain cele-

bration of 1909. Champlain, a son of France, an explorer of northeast-

ern America, a founder of Canada that was a former colony of Great 

Britain, could be claimed as a favored son of all these countries. In his 

concluding remarks, before returning to Washington to take up the mat-

ters pertaining to tariff, President Taft remarked:

My friends, this is a most unique and many-sided memorial. I know 
there has run through your minds, as there has through mine this 
morning, the happy feeling of being present to hear such beautiful 
speeches from the heart as we have heard. We meet to celebrate an 
event and a man on whose life and on the acts of whose life turned, 
in a way which he little expected, the whole settlement of this coun-
try. We meet here to celebrate his virtues and to congratulate France, 
his country, as one that could produce such a hero.

But the feature of this memorial that I think is so unique is the 
gathering here in amity, in peace, and in a union that can not be torn 
apart, three great powers, England, France and the United States, 
and with England’s fairest daughter, the Dominion of Canada. I ask 
where in all the history of memorials can you fi nd one that in that re-
spect will match this?33
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Finally, the question of Champlain’s trans-border appeal, and indeed 

his international interest, lay in the geographical situation of the lake 

that came to bear his name. The fact that this lake was one of North 

America’s most important historical warpaths meant that aboriginal 

groups, the French, British, and fi nally Americans could all claim to 

have a “stake” in the history of this region. The Champlain Tercente-

nary was about commemorating this layered vision of the past. The 

United States’s version of the tercentenary was jointly celebrated by 

the states of Vermont and New York because neither could claim him 

exclusively. Champlain had to be “shared,” so to speak. Important lay 

and religious dignitaries from America participated in the celebrations, 

as a way of attesting not just to the French or Canadian elements to the 

Champlain story. Even today Lake Champlain is an international water-

way, straddling not only the border between the states of New York and 

Vermont, but also the transnational border of Canada and the United 

States. With its northern end in Canada, forming Missisquoi Bay, along 

which is the faded historic resort of Venise-en-Québec, the lake itself is 

now transnational, prompting the creation of such projects as the re-

cent Lakes to Locks Passage initiative, a tripartite program involving 

New York State, Vermont, and Québec. By discovering a lake that the 

vicissitudes of history would place between two countries, Champlain 

was destined to become a transnational hero whose legacy could be 

claimed by both Canada and the United States.

Ultimately, the real star of the Champlain Tercentenary was the lake 

itself. As David Glassberg put it in his study of American historical 

pageantry, “the place is the hero.”34 Aside from celebrating its natural 

beauties, the guardians of tradition wished to commemorate every im-

portant event that had taken place on its waters, or along its shores. 

Thus, the early seventeenth century engraving of Champlain fi ring his 

arquebus at advancing Mohawk could be followed by the story of Mont-

calm’s great victory at Carillon, Burgoyne’s later triumph there for the 

British, Ethan Allen and the Green Mountain Boys taking Fort Ticon-

deroga without fi ring a shot, Arnold’s stunning achievement at Valcour, 

and Macdonough’s decisive defeat of the British in Plattsburgh Bay. 

Now that the lake was fi rmly and forever in American hands, it was 

possible, using a kind of Social Darwinism popular during the Progres-

sive age, to argue that American history had a kind of exceptionalist te-

leology about it.35 The French had vanquished the Iroquois, only to 

have been defeated by the British, who were in turn decisively over-

taken by the American patriots. The American guardians of tradition 

congratulated themselves that in each case, the superior civilization 
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had carried the day over the inferior one.36 As strange as it may seem, 

Champlain’s victory against the Iroquois was likened to Ethan Allen’s 

startling triumph at Fort Ticonderoga almost one hundred fi fty years 

later. Each of these victories was immortalized by iconic images that 

presented a more or less true picture of what had actually happened. 

But verisimilitude was not that important. What mattered was that 

Americans learn the lesson that control of the lake was somehow his-

torically pre-determined. At the same time, the stories and the images 

served as a reminder that important events that had shaped the nation 

had taken place on this magnifi cent lake. 

Lake Champlain is often referred to as “America’s most historic 

lake.” It is in 1909 that it got that designation. And thanks to the monu-

ment building that resulted in the creation of a permanent landscape of 

memory, Lake Champlain became a place not in history, but of history. 

By pledging themselves to peace the orators at the Champlain celebra-

tions signaled that the glory years of war-waging in the valley were well 

and truly over, and that the future role of the lake would be mainly eco-

nomic and touristic. Heritage and recreational tourism would replace 

One of innumerable iconic images of Ethan Allen’s triumph at Ticonde-
roga. Engraving from a painting by Alonzo Chappel. Courtesy of the 
National Archives and Records Administration, ARC identifier 531003, 
www.archives.gov
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the military, agricultural, and industrial role that the Champlain Valley 

had played in the its fi rst three hundred years of European-American–

Native American history.
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