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HISTORY“She was a woman who believed in a dream and acted on it. 
And I think we need a model like that today.” ANNABEL LOYOLA

MARIAN SCOTT
THE GAZETTE

J eanne Mance had a mis-
sion: to found a new 
community in the wil-

derness: Montreal.
Now, filmmaker Annabel 

Loyola has a mission: to help 
Montrealers rediscover the 
remarkable woman who gave 
birth to their city.

That dream will come true 
Thursday, when the city cele-
brates its 370th birthday by 
officially recognizing Jeanne 
Mance as its co-founder.

Mayor Gérald Tremblay 
will commemorate Mance’s 
role in a ceremony at city 
hall with Didier Loiseau, 
the mayor of  her hometown 
of  Langres, a walled city in 
the Champagne region of  
France.

“I feel moved and happy. 
It’s a great victory,” said Loy-
ola, 41, the creator of  A Mad 
Venture: In the Footsteps of  
Jeanne Mance, a documen-
tary that will be released on 
DVD next Tuesday. 

Like Mance, Loyola was 
born in Langres. And like her 
heroine, she later moved to 
Paris and then immigrated to 
Montreal.

For most Montrealers, 
Jeanne Mance is the name of  
a street, a park, a provincial 
riding and several schools. 

But few know the story of  
the pious, yet independent-
minded woman, who helped 
found the missionary settle-
ment of  Ville Marie in an 
era when women rarely ven-
tured beyond home, let alone 
across a perilous ocean,  
Loyola said.

Mance is known as North 
America’s first lay nurse and 
the founder of  Hôtel Dieu, the 
city’s first hospital.

But the history books have 
downplayed her role as city 
founder – a role often attrib-
uted solely to her co-founder 
Paul de Chomedey, Sieur de 
Maisonneuve, the colony’s 
first governor.

“She was swimming 
against the stream,” Loyola 
said.

Born in 1606 to a middle-
class family, Mance got her 
first experience of  nursing 
while caring for victims of  
the Thirty Years’ War and the 
plague that ravaged the town 
in the conflict’s wake.

Fervent Catholics were all 
abuzz with talk of  missionary 
work in New France, where 
Champlain had founded Que-
bec City in 1608.

Through a priest in Paris, 
Mance met a rich widow, Ma-
dame Angélique de Bullion, 
who offered an anonymous 
donation to found a hospital 
in the colony if  Mance would 

agree to take charge of  it.
In 1641, Mance met Jérôme 

Le Royer de la Dauversière, a 
small-town tax collector who 
had a religious vision telling 
him to found Montreal in the 
wilds of  the distant colony.

Mance agreed to lead the 
mission with de Maison-
neuve, whom de la Dauversi-
ère had recruited.

“It was a mystical project. 
It was a utopian project,” Loy-
ola said.

On May 17, 1642, about 56 
settlers landed in Montreal 
and founded Ville Marie.

A decade later, with the be-
leaguered colony on the verge 
of  collapse under Iroquois at-
tacks, Mance saved it by per-
suading de Maisonneuve to 

go to France to get money 
from Mme. de Bullion and to 
recruit about 100 additional 
settlers, including Mar-
guerite Bourgeoys, another 
Champenoise who would go 
on to found the Congregation 
of  Notre Dame.

Mance was a single woman, 
not a nun, but the nurses who 
staffed the hospital, the Reli-

gious Hospitallers of  St. Jo-
seph, became a cloistered or-
der in 1671 under orders from 
the church.

Growing up in Langres, 
Loyola said, she was familiar 
with Jeanne Mance’s name 
but only learned her story 
after immigrating to Mont-
real in 2000.

She hatched the idea for the 
documentary after hearing a 
talk on Jeanne Mance by his-
torian Jacques Lacoursière 
in 2006.

The film, completed in 2010, 
was a quest to get under the 
skin of  her main character, 
Loyola said.

“Jeanne Mance did not 
leave any autobiographical 
writing,” she said. But even 
if  many original documents 
were destroyed by fire, Loy-
ola’s research on both sides 
of  the Atlantic made her feel 
at times as if  she had shared 
a coffee with the Hôtel Dieu 
founder.

“When you start to get in-
terested in Jeanne Mance, in 
her character, you start to feel 
you know her, as if  she were 
really there,” she said.

“She was able to speak to 
people. She was able to con-
vince them. She got people 
on board. She had a lot of  
charm,” Loyola said.

Mance was deeply humble 
and never contested the polit-
ical or religious hierarchy of  
her time, Loyola said. Yet she 
was not afraid to act on her 
convictions.

“Jeanne Mance was a 
strong woman, a woman who 
went against the conventions 
of  her era, an independent 
woman,” she said.

“She was a woman who be-
lieved in a dream and acted 
on it. And I think we need a 
model like that today.”

Annabel Loyola will launch 
the DVD version of  her docu-
mentary, A Mad Venture: 
In the Footsteps of  Jeanne 
Mance, in French with Eng-
lish subtitles, on March 22 at 
Boîte noire, 376 Mont Royal 
Ave. E., from 5 to 7 p.m. For 
information, visit jeanne 
mance.film.com 

To order the film online, 
visit boitenoire.com or call 
514-287-1249.
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JEANNE MANCE will be officially recognized as Montreal’s co-founder in a ceremony Thursday at city hall, fulfilling the dream 
of filmmaker Annabel Loyola, who calls North America’s first lay nurse ‘a woman who went against the conventions of her era’

Documentary sets record straight
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Filmmaker Annabel Loyola hails from Langres, in the Champagne Region of France, the hometown of lay nurse and 
Hôtel Dieu founder Jeanne Mance, who is the subject of her documentary to be released on DVD Tuesday.
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