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Bonneau’s grandparents, who came to Fairfax, rented a farm when they
moved and remained on that farm for ten years.” Sharecropping provided
another solution for cash-poor French-Canadians. In describing the farm
families in her Franklin County sample in 1940, Mildred Huntley reported
that sixty-four owned their own farms or were buying them, eight rented
farms, and five were farming on shares.?

The French-Canadian farmers who came to northern Vermont with the
ability to purchase farms bought farms considerably larger than those
they left behind in Quebec. The acreage farmed in St. Denis in the
1930’s was only 7,000 acres divided among 80 farming families, an average
of about 87 acres per family.” Moreover, the St. Denis farms kept a
smaller number, but more diversified, of livestock. In the 19
“the average farm [had] fourteen head of cattle, ten head of sheep,
seven swine, and two or three horses.”!? They also kept large numbers of
chicken and geese.

In the same period of time in Franklin County the French-Canadian
farmers owned much larger farms, the largest being a five hundre acre
farm in East Sheldon which kept eighty-six cows. Of the seventy-seven
farms owned by French-Canadians in Mildred Huntley’s sample, nine had
fifty or more cows, and the average had thirty-two. These Franklin County
farmers kept fewer hogs than their St. Denis counterparts — only eleven of
the farms had more than two. But they did keep an average of thirty-
nine chickens.!!

Today’s French-Vermont farmers have concentrated even more in =
dairy industry. In South Canaan, for example, the farms vary from 100
to 600 acres. André Chabot estimates that the biggest dairy farmer tt
has over 120 milkers with the smallest having no less than 40. Ot
livestock are negligible, kept for family consumption. Farming practices in
modern Vermont have also altered types of crops produced. Franklin
County farmers primarily grew grass and hay in the 1940’s. The S¢
Canaan farmers today buy cereal from large distributers like Agway |
concentrate on planting corn for their livestock. Near their farmhouses
the women grow large vegetable gardens for food which they preserve
for the long Vermont winter.

The majority of contemporary, rural French-Vermonters do not, t
ever, live or work on farms. According to information in the 1970 Census
of the United States, sixty percent of the French mother-tongue Ver-
monters live in rural areas of the state but a little less than twelve per-
cent (11.9%) live on farms. Even so, the French-Vermonter did represent
over nineteen percent (19.2%) of Vermont’s total farm population in 1970.

French-Canadians have experienced increasing difficulty in buying
farmland in Vermont, and those who own land are finding it hard to
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children asking them to stop using French in the home because the school
claimed it impeded the progress of the children in the school. And, a
northern Vermont school district routinely treated children who came to
school dominant in French as slow learners and either enrolled them in
special education classes or held them back a grade. As a consequence,
this reinforced the view of both parents and children in the area that
speaking French was not an asset but rather a barrier to success in school.

Assimilation to English becomes increasingly common from generation
to generation. Many third generation French-Vermonters do not know how
to speak French. Yet in spite of all these reasons for inevitable language
loss, many families in northeastern Vermont refuse to allow their maternal
language to die. The bilingual postmaster in Beecher Falls insisted on
sending his boys to be educated, in French, in Quebec. A widow in the
same town insists on the use of French in the home, regardless of the
language dominance of guests visiting there. A Christmas tree farmer in
South Canaan works alongside his sons in the woods, all of them speaking
French, even though they are all bilingual. But even members of the
same family may have different language policies. One sister of a farmer
in Newport insists that her children learn French so that they can com-
municate with their French-dominant grandparents. Another sister, on
the other hand, does not feel that handing on French to her children
merits the necessary effort.

The degree of integration in the Vermont communities is another
factor in the acculturation of the French-Vermonters. In earlier days, the
independent French-Vermont farmer isolated himself and his family from
his English-speaking neighbors. His friends and those of his children con-
sisted of relatives and siblings much like himself. His children, if they went
to public school, did not bring their classmates home to play. Outside
social contacts were often church oriented and, until the 1940’s, were
French speaking. The women were more isolated than the men, “confined
by household duties.”?® Moreover, the Canadian French of the 1930’s
were not particularly interested in politics, as they had little experience
with the American political system and had few contacts with people who
could explain it to them, and because “those not naturalized show little
interest because they are unable to vote.”%’

The French-Canadian in Franklin County in the 1940’s were still
oriented toward Quebec. They continued to read French-Canadian news-
papers and to keep up on current events across the border. The modern
French-Vermonter has only mild interest in what happens in Quebec,
usually only to the extent that events affect relatives in Canada. Very
tew farmers now read French-Canadian newspapers. A 1974 survey showed
none of the parents of French-background children subscribed to French-

160









