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    1639 – Hôtel-Dieu de Québec is the first hospital founded in Canada




    1642 – Hôtel-Dieu de Montréal is founded by Jeanne Mance, first lay nurse in North America and co-founder of Montréal with Maisonneuve




    1754 – Dorothea Christiane Erxleben: first woman to be granted a M.D. in Germany




    1785-1793 – The first settlers arrive in St. Andrews Parish




    1803 – Canada’s first paper mill is built in St. Andrews




    1816 – Invention of the stethoscope (then a wooden cylinder)




    1819 – Construction of Christ Church (Anglican Church) in St. Andrews, first church in St. Andrews and the oldest in Argenteuil




    1822 – Opening of the Montreal General Hospital




    1823 – Montreal Medical Institution (former McGill University Faculty of Medicine) is established, the first medical school in the country




    1836 – Inauguration of Canada’s first railway between La Prairie and Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu, by the St. Lawrence River




    1837 – Transatlantic liners’ crossing time is reduced by half (now 15 days instead of 30 days)




    1839 – Invention of photography (the daguerreotype)




    1849 – Anglo-American Elizabeth Blackwell: first woman to graduate from medical school in the United States




    1857 – Construction of the first Carillon-Grenville railway




    1859 – Darwin publishes "On the Origin of Species"




    1865 – Death of Dr. James Barry, Inspector General of Hospitals for Upper and Lower Canada; it is discovered that the British doctor was actually a woman




    1867 – Creation of the Canadian Confederation – Emily Howard Stowe graduates from the New York Medical College and Hospital for Women and becomes the first woman to practice medicine in Canada even before she was licensed, which she eventually obtained in 1880




    1869 – Birth of Maude Elizabeth Abbott on March 18




    1875 – Jenny Trout is the first woman in Canada to become a licensed medical doctor, in Toronto




    1876 – Invention of the telephone – Dr. Charlotte Whitehead Ross, a medical graduate of the Woman’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, practises the profession for Montréal children and women without being a licensed medical practitioner




    1879 – Thomas Edison develops a safe and inexpensive light bulb




    1883 – Augusta Stowe-Gullen, Emily Stowe’s daughter: first woman to receive a medical degree from a Canadian medical school, the University of Toronto – Establishment of the Women’s Medical College in Toronto and in Kingston, Ontario




    1884 – First women admitted to McGill University in Arts, in the Donalda Department


  




  

    

      

    




    Chapter 1 – Childhood
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      The Priory



    




    The atmosphere in the house is hushed. The deep snow softens any noise from outside. This may explain why Maude and her sister Alice do not get up until 8 on this Christmas morning. Yet, the two girls are eager to discover the contents of their Christmas stockings, lovingly and carefully filled by their grandmother Frances.




    The latter, being widowed, adopted the two little girls. Their father, Jeremiah Babin, had abandoned the girls to start a new life in the United States. Their mother, Frances Elizabeth, had died of tuberculosis when Maude was only seven months old.




    Having tuberculosis then meant coughing up blood and suffering terrible fevers, feeling very tired, losing appetite and weight, and sweating all night through. In the 19th century, Maude’s time, tuberculosis was a common disease (then called the white plague), and many people would die before a vaccine was discovered which would immunize against the bacteria responsible for the disease. Many other illnesses were still beyond comprehension. As a result, doctors either impressed or were viewed with suspicion. A saying at the time claimed there were two kinds of doctors: those who killed their patients, and those who let them die.




    Maude and Alice are therefore not the only orphans around. They are safe and happy with their grandmother in St. Andrews1, a community faithful to England where the precepts of religion reign, and where people show initiative and love for their neighbours. Both girls are well loved. They are taught good manners and a sense of tradition; education and culture are valued. Their grandmother is a dignified and caring woman. Daughter of a British surgeon, Frances Mary Smith was born in 1807 in South Africa, but grew up in England. She is the descendant of a marquis and reasonably well-to-do, having inherited properties. She married William Abbott in 1834 and followed him to Canada. She survived all nine of her children and her husband. One day, as she exits the church, Frances will say of her two granddaughters: “They are the strength that allowed me to take off again.”




    During Maude’s time, St. Andrews is predominantly English-speaking. The population that had arrived after the 1793 British conquest had been composed of American revolutionaries, Loyalists2, Scottish and Irish people, and French Canadians. Its strategic location on the Ottawa River promoted transportation and the fur trade, and St. Andrews had become the economic hub of the Argenteuil region in the Laurentians. Thanks to the North River and the little Rouge River, sawmills and flour and paper mills flourished and brought prosperity, as did the manufacture of chairs and boats, along with tanneries.




    From the moment of her birth, Maude lived with Alice, two years her senior, and her grandmother in a house nicknamed The Priory, meaning the house of the prior, which was built by their grandfather William on an estate of nearly 217 acres, overlooking the prosperous village and the river below. The two-storey stone residence was elegant, its front balcony decorated with wooden columns.




    The Grandmother and granddaughters later move to the village in a house they call Elmbank, referring to the elms along the North River. The house was located at the corner of Seigneurie Street and the Long-Sault Road. This is where the girls will spend most of their childhood. In summer, a circus with animals and huge tents would come entertain the village, bringing with it fortune tellers. The market, close to the house, would host a cricket tournament. Lacrosse games were held between the St. Andrews Club and the Oka Iroquois teams, the latter decorated with traditional paint designs and feathers.




    Frances took the necessary steps to have the girls renamed Abbott, like their mother, a surname imbued with dignity and respect. Maude’s grandfather, William, had been an Anglican Church reverend at Christ Church in St. Andrews. The church had been established by his brother Joseph Abbott, both brothers farmers and originally from Scotland. William would accompany Joseph as he performed his duties at the St. Andrews Mission, visiting the towns of Gore, Jerusalem, Shefford, Grenville and Vaudreuil.
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      Christ Church



    




    St. Andrews then was a dense forest, and the roads were rough and muddy on rainy days. Log paths were attached to each other, forming a kind of raft that would make it possible to cross peaty or swampy areas. William had taken over from Joseph when the latter had left to found another parish in Yamaska. Despite the distance, the two Abbott families would maintain close ties.




    William had been welcoming to all, and generous. One year, the harvests had been catastrophic across the village, but William had struck lucky on his priory estate. Instead of taking advantage of the situation and making money on the back of the town by rising prices, he chose to sell his wheat in small quantities to individuals and at a lower price, to help St. Andrews’ villagers.




    Ten years before Maude’s birth, William will collapse on the steps of Christ Church. She will never get to know her grandfather.




    Joseph’s eldest son, John Caldwell Abbott, continued to honour the family name by training in law and becoming legal counsel for the Canadian Pacific Railway. It would be John who would get a wealthy Englishman to invest in building the railway. John would represent Argenteuil at the Canadian assembly up until the Confederation. John would act as Montréal’s mayor for 10 years, and he would become the first Prime Minister of Canada born in this country.




    All three Abbotts are also closely linked to the history of Montréal’s McGill University. William and Joseph were involved in its establishment, while John became dean of the university’s Faculty of Law, and a member of the institution’s Board of Governors upon his retirement.




    In 1880, Maude is only 11 years old. She still cannot imagine going to university, especially since only boys are admitted. She is educated at home by a governess, and is taught history, literature and French. After her lessons or mass, where the two sisters sing, Maude would walk the 20 kilometres from Argenteuil to Carillon to spend time with her friend, Mary Alexandra Bell, slamming her heels on the wooden sidewalk along the way. But not today: she has the day off since it is a holiday. Instead, she and Alice enter the living room barefoot, and unhook their Christmas stockings.




    Maude plunges her hand in hers first and takes out a golden cross. She glances at Alice who is pulling out red ribbons from her stocking, which Maude finds in hers as well. They can both decorate their hair with them. “Oh, look, Alice!” Maude holds up a pen-knife, useful for tearing open envelopes. She continues to explore the stocking and pulls out a black-handled toothbrush, followed by a silver thimble to protect her index finger when sewing or working on her embroidery. Same to Alice, she will find in her stocking half a dozen kerchiefs, 50 cents, a pencil case, a small box of candy, a lovely pair of seed pearl bracelets, one orange, some grapes and nuts, and a a coral necklace. The two girls giggle with joy, huddled together.




    Maude feels pampered, receiving so many goodies. She is part of quite a privileged family. “Thank you, Grandmama!” She vivaciously embraces her grandmother, and carries her pretty loot to her room, carefully putting it away while Alice sits at the piano. Maude looks forward to sharing her joy with her friend Mary and show her these presents. In her diary, she describes this Christmas morning and everything she found in her stocking. With a satisfied sigh, she sits back comfortably in her bed to read “Little Women”. Maude has a great thirst for knowledge. She reads every book she can get her hands on, and is even interested in philosophical and political writing.




    “One of my daydreams, which I feel to be selfish, is that of going to school, she would write in her diary at age 15. I know Alice would like it herself ever so much, but I do so long to go. And here I go again, once again begin dreaming of the possibilities and I become half daft over what I know will never come to pass. Oh, to think of studying with other girls! Think of learning German, Latin, and other languages in general. Think of the loveliness of thinking that it entirely depends on myself whether I go on, and that I had the advantages I have always longed for… Now I have worked myself up, and will be able to think of nothing else. I know I never can go, and even if it were possible it would not be right. What geese some girls are. Why, there are hundreds of them going to school and longing to get away from it, and lots would envy us a governess… How dreadfully ashamed I should be of anyone knowing for an instant that I am not half thankful enough for what I have, but desire something more.”




    Maude’s grandmother recognizes the girl’s taste for studies, and sends her for one year to a private secondary school in Montréal, ran by the Symmers and Smith ladies. As Maude comes to realize she has the intellectual ability to do so, her fervour to study grows tenfold. It was customary to send young girls to regular school to become teachers, the only acceptable form of higher education. Public schools for girls were widespread, but it was rare to find schools with courses that would allow them to pursue a post-secondary education. After spending only one year at the private school, Maude would pass the McGill University’s Faculty of Arts admission test, and would even receive its first scholarship awarded to a woman. Maude writes in her diary:




    “We are never satisfied. My next wish is to go to College, and now I am wishing for that almost as ardently as I did last winter for my present good fortune.”




    Misses Symmers and Smith are proud of Maude’s achievement, and insist that she accept the scholarship which would in return honour their school. Their insistence will overcome Frances’ resistance, the latter aware that this would mean Maude would be away from home for one more year, and, it must be said, an arts education for a young woman was a luxury at the time. Maude herself is reluctant to leave her sister and grandmother behind. The small family nucleus they form gives her a sense of belonging and solidarity, and a need for closeness, although she has great academic aspirations. For Maude, this scholarship was to mark the beginning of an exceptional journey, but fraught with pitfalls.
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