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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox community

of Montreal between 1905-1950 primarily through information found

in the marriage registers of the two Orthodox churches. The first

purpose of this study is to evaluate the importance of the three

pillars of this ethno-religious group's culture - religion, family

and hometown. The second purpose is to draw a composite of this

immigrant community based on the information provided in the

valuable source of an immigrant church' s records. This study

serves as a beginning for further studies of the Lebanese-syrian

Orthodox community in Montreal, this ethno-religious group's

largest and founding community in Canada.

RÉSUMÉ

Cette thèse examine la communauté libanaise-syrienne orthodoxe

de Montréal entre 1905 et 1950, principalement à partir des

renseignements consignés aux registres de mariages des deux églises

orthodoxes d~ cette communauté. Le premier but de cette étude est

d'évaluer l'importance des trois fondements de la culture de ce

groupe ethno-religieux: la religion, la famille et le village. Le

deuxième but est de dépeindre le composé de cette communauté

d'immigrants tel qu'il se dégage des données recueillies dans les

registres des deux églises. La thèse se veut le début d'études

{
:,~.....

plus approfondies de la communauté libanaise-syrienne orthodoxe de

Montréal, la communauté fondatrice et la plus nombreuse de ce

groupe ethno-religieux au Canada.
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INTRODUCTION

Using the information found in the marriage registers of the

two Orthodox churches as the primary source, this study will

examine the Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox community of Montreal from

its beginnings in 1905 until 1950. The emigration from the area

then called "Syria" to Montreal will be viewed as a process through

which immigrants travelled from a sending to a receiving community.

The findings of the marriage registers cf the ethnie churches

demonstrated patterns of chain migration, and hometown endogamy,

as weIl as of occupational and residential trends of the settlers

in the receiving community. As the marriage registers of the two

ethnie churches serve as the principle source of the information

on this community, this study can only claim to be a beginning

look at this ethno-religious group.

As much as this study is concerned with the Montreal Lebanese

Syrian Orthodox community, it also presents the possible uses of

marriage registers in reconstructing communities. The value of

church records to historians allows a composite to be done of the

Lebanese-syrian Orthodox community in Montreal over the forty-five

year period. As both the founding and still to this day the

largest community of this ethno-religious group in Canada, an

historical examination of the Montreal community is worthwhile.

The people directly involved in this study are limited to those

members of the community who married within the churches, but many



of the findings can apply to this entire community as a whole,

well as other Lebanese communities in North America.

2

as

This thesis is divided into two distinct parts. The first

(
",,-.

part discusses the importance of the three pillars of the Lebanese

Syrian Orthodox culture, namely religion, family and hometown.

Each of these elements is dealt with separately although they are

inter-related. In the first section, an overview of the Orthodox

religion, and the establishment and formation of the North American

Orthodox Church is provided with particular emphasis on the

significant role of the Montreal community.

The section on family describes the vital role of the extended

family to the Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox. Along with religion,

family replaces nationality in importance to this group.

In the last section, hometown or village loyalty is viewed as

the prime cultural tie of these people to a land whatever community

in which they found themselves. organized around these three

·f,

,
pillars, the early Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox view themselves as a

separate community based on religious, familial, and village ties.

The second part of the thesis concentrates on the Montreal

experience. An overview of the emigration experience and Canadian

immigration policy begins the chapter. These sections are followed

by discussions of endogamy, the role of Montreal as the founding
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Orthodox community, residential trends, occupational trends and the

growth of associations within the city. Using the marriage

registers, many significant points are raised.

Two chapters precede the sections on the importance of

religion, family and hometown. In the methodology chapter, an

explanation is offered for the use of the marriage registers.

Limitations within this type of study are also introduced. In the

historiography, some authors of significance and their works

related to immigration history and the Lebanese··Syrian Christian

immigration, in particular, are evaluated for their contribution.

It is hoped that this study will act as a beginning for
~

further studies of this community in Montreal despite the limited

sources available. As one of the largest Lebanese-Syrian

communities in North America, the Montreal community deserves to

be recognized by an academic study for its important role as the

founding community in Canada and for its pioneering role within

the North American Orthodox Church. l offer this study as a small

token of respect to those first settlers from Rashaya and the

neighbouring villages in Lebanon.
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METHODOLOGY

The marriage registers of an ethnie church contain a wealth

of information that until recently has often eluded immigration

historians. Through the careful use of this valuable and seldom-

employed source, the immigration historian may uncover a wide gamut

of significant facts not otherwise readily available. 1 Such facts

may reveal, among other things, occupational and residential

trends, and patterns of chain migration, two of the main topics of

this study.

The following study examines the marriage registers of two

ethnie churches, namely st. George and st. Nicholas of Montreal.

The marriage registers of these Lebanese-Syrian Orthodo~ churches

have been examined over the forty-five year period between 1905

and 1950. Over this period a total of 715 marriages were recorded

in these two churches. Despite the small size of this database,

the information it yielded was vital to providing a composite of

this ethno-religious group.

This chapter has four purposes, namely to provide a definition

of key terms in this study, to discuss the study's limitations, to

outline the methods employed, and to descrihe Orthodox weddings

that were the human element in this otherwise impersonal study.
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Definition of Terms

There are five terms which must be defined in order to

understand the subjects of this study. These terms are "Lebanese

s:ï'rian", "orthodox", "community", "hometown", and "family".

"Lebanese-Syrian" are those immigrants and their families who

were from the area of the Middle East that is now recognized as the

nations of Lebanon and Syria. In other studies, this immigrant

group i.s often referred to as "Arabs", "Syrians", or "Syrian

Lebanese". As approximately 90% of those who immigrated to Canada

were from Lebanon, the term Lebanese has been put in front of

"syrian". Given the importance of family, hometown and religion

to these immigrants, it would be unfair to classify them under the

general term "Arab". As weIl, there are many Lebanese who would,

in fact, find this term unacceptable as many Lebanese today would

consider the term "Syrian" an insult due to the present political

situation. The term "Lebanese-Syrian" is a compromise between

historical accuracy in describing the region from where these

immigrants came (then called "Syria), and an emphasis on the area

where the majority were localized, namely present-day Lebanon.

"Orthodox" refers to the religion and Church in North America

that was first affiliated with the Russian Orthodox Church, but now

is considered part of the Antiochian Orthodox Church. The

immigrants of this religious background were called "Roum-Orthodox"
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both as a group in "syria" and amongst themselves in Montreal.

"Community" refers to the geographic and social starting point

to which these immigrants identified themselves. It was a centre

around which a group was defined by religious, village, and family

affiliations.

"Hometown" refers to the village in Lebanon or Syria that

these immigrants recognized as their own. Hometown, as a place,

was of greater significance than country or nation to these

immigrants. It is the village or hometown that figures as the

{
immigrant's main point of reference.

"Family" means the extended family. The family includes

parents, siblings, grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins. The

extended family holds a greater importance to these immigrants than

does the nuclear family to North Americans.

Limitations

Before discussing the findings in later chapters, the

limitations and the methodology of this study must be detailed.

First and most obvious, aIl conclusions reached in this study apply

only to that community of Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox who married

within the two churches during those years. The years 1905-1950
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encompass the first wave of Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox immigration

to Canada. Given the generally-recognized importance of religion

to these people, it is highly unlikely that a significant number

married outside the Church.

Endogamy among the Montreal group cannot be examined solely

in terms of religion among Lebanese-Syrian brides and grooms. No

indication was given that any of the brides or grooms cf Lebanese

Syrian descent were of any religion other than orthodox, i.e.

Maronite or Melkite. However no indication of religion or

ethnicity was provided for non-Arab brides or grooms either. The

likelihood of inter-religious Arab marriages seem s\im given the

importance of religion to this group. In Tannous' study of the

Christian Lebanese village of Bishmizzeen, he demonstrates the

significant influence religion played upon marriage.

-

"Intermarriage between the Greek Orthodox and the Maronites is very

rare indeed, only five cases being reported in the history of

Bishmizzeen.,,2
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Names

A second limitation of this study involves the inconsistency

of the information available in each successive marriage recorded.

Priests, while noting basic points of fact, such as the names of

the wedding party (bride, groom, and witnesses) and the date of the

service, less frequently recorded the ages of the bride and groom,

their place of residence, occupations, parents' names, original

hometowns in the old country, marital status, or other interesting

details. The la=k of consistency in the recording becomes even

more frustrating when coupled with simple spelling errors in the

names recorded. Identifying Arab names and kinship groups poses

a twofold problem. For example, the same family name was often

spelt a number of ways. Such was the case with the family name

Kuri. The same priest recorded the marriage of a Mr. C-o-u-r-e-y

and a day later the marriage of a Miss K-o-u-r-i. One could

presume that there was no relationship between these two. However,

a closer examination revealed that they were in fact siblings.

The second type of spelling problem involved Arab names that

were Anglicized or Francized as immigrants passad through

government immigration centres. Two such examples are the family

names Makhul which became Mc-Cool and Bawshi which became

Beauchamp. In each case, the historian must be able to identify

the true origin of the name by relying on some ~ther information,
.(
., usually the first name or the parents' names. At that time, it
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was very rare to find a French Canadian with the name Shaheen

Beauchamp. Instead i t probably was Shaheen Bawshi. with the

assistance of native Arab speaker, Dr. Norma Salem and her

standardized table of these names, some sense was made of this

madness.

David Weale experienced similar difficulties in identifying

Lebanese immigrants in Prince Edward Island based on the names they

had in Canada. His explanation does much to clarify this problem.

Island Lebanese names are a study in
themselves. When they arrived ~n this
country, most Lebanese could neither speak nor
write English, which meant that they could not
give, either in word or on paper, an English
rendition of their names. One Lebanese man in
Charlottetown used to tell the story of a
compatriot who selected his name randomly from
a sign. probably in some cases the new name
of the emigrant was decided when an
immigration official made a well-intentioned
stab at writi .:lg the name in English so it
would sound something like what he had just
been told in Arabic. One must conclude that
this was a difficult procedure, or that sorne
of the registrars had a very poor ear, for in
many cases names were transformed radically.
It is even possible under this system for
members of the same clan to arrive here with
different names. Perhaps the best examples
locally are the naroes Ka3s and Ghiz: in the
old country they are one.

Methods

Various methods have been used by scholars to compile

information on this ethnic group. Naseer H. Aruri and Bahu Abu-
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Laban asked members of the Lebanese-syrian community to fill out

a questionnaire. In this constrained manner, the researcher gets

only what information he asks for, and the answers are stilted as

respondents try to fit the needs of the researcher. The

respondents are not permitted in a questionnaire to relate their

experience in their own words and as they recall it.

David Weale' s use of oral history attempts to allow the

respondent more freedom to reply to questions. However control is

still in the h&nds of the researcher who asks the questions.

Although a useful source, oral history must be considered only as

accurate as the respondent's memory and objectivity, and as such

this source of information must be used carefully. Failing

memories of respondents, or a tendency to embellish the past may

distort accuracy the information provided.

computer

In this study, the computer had an active role in the

compilation of the data from the marriage registers of the two

Lebanese-syrian Orthodox churches in Montreal. Having entered aIL

the relevant information from each marriage record onto an index

card, eighteen variable w€ore chosen and cross-referenced (See

Appendix A - Sample Page of Marriage Registers on computer). These

variables included the standardized as weIL as the registered



l:i.

spellings of the brides' and grooms' family names, their ages,

marital status, residence and location of the wedding (by city),

parents' hometowns in the old country, the grooms' occupation, the

date of the wedding, and whether the marriage was ethnically

endogamous or exogamous. Using the Lotus system, the marriages

were organized according to whatever primary variable chosen, for

example grooms' parents' hometown. As a secondary variable the

computer organized the marriages according to the brides' parents'

hometown. The computer would then present an alphabetized list of

the marriages according to the grooms' parents' hometown and among

those of the same hometown the marriages would be alphabetically

arranged according to the brides' parents' hometown. The result
~.

would be a clear list of those marriages between people who parents
";.J>

were of the same hometown, i.e. evidence of chain migration. Then

results were available to support or argue findings, either

original or secondary.

Once past the initial stage of entering the data, this

processing avoids the chance of mathematical or organizational

errors, facilitates further examination of the database, and

provides easy-to-read tables of the marriages, aIl at the touch of

a button. It would be fair to say that the computer has now made

using marriage registers a feasible undertaking for immigration

historians.
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Orthodox Weddings

Before discussing the information found in these marriage

registers that allowed for the historical reconstruction of the

Montreal community, a few words should be said about the Orthodox

wedding ceremony.

This ceremony, considered by bridaI parties and guests alike,

is one of the most beautiful in the Christian faith. Steeped in

tradition, the Orthodox marriage ceremony consists of two parts,

the service of betrothal and the service of crowning. Formerly

held separately, in the first of these elements the rings are

'{ , blessed and exchanged as an outward token of the free will and,

consent of the two partn~rs joining in marriage. In the service

of crowning, crowns of gold, silver and precious stones are placed

on the heads of the bride and groom signifying the special grace

that the couple received from the Holy Spirit. They drink fram a

common cup of wine, symbolizing a common life, recalling the

miracle at the marriage feast of Cana in Galilee. 4 Each time the

couple partakes in either the wearing of crowns, drinking from the

cup, lighting of candIes, or circling the Analogian or the altar,

the priest blesses and interchanges each article and act thrice

representing the Father, Son and Holy Ghost. During this whole

ceremony, the church is perfumed by incense consuming the bridaI

'{ party and their guests in the special ambience created in this
,

ritual. Mary Macron describes the service:
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The wedding was long, for after the lengthy
Mass, the ceremony uniting the young couple
might last another hour. The rings were
blessed with much chanting, and crowns were
placed upon the heads of the bride and groom
-- blessed and interchanged three times --as
the cantor sang and the priest prayed over
them. The priest would then lead the couple
around the alta~ and along the aisles of the
church, all the while chanting the nuptial
liturgy and swinging the thurible vigorously
as the sweet ~nd heavy vapors of incense
filled the air.

The records of marriages noted by the parish priest have

revealed an abundance of information about the members of this

religious community and the i.mportance of their native church.

One can see that the marriage registers of an ethnie church do, in

fact, contain a wealth of information. The key to uncovering this

information, however, lies in a clear methodology and a careful

analysis of the document's limitations. Foll~wing the next

chapter, chapters on religion, family, and hometown, as well as the

case study of the Montreal community, will show the value of this

information. First, an overview of the readings on ethnie and

immigration history or a historiography will be provided in the

next chapter.
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HISTORIOGRAPHY

This historiography will acknowledge the authors, and some of

their works, whose. research have influenced both the field of

immigration history and this study. Compared to their American

counterparts, the number of studies in Canadian immigration history

have been relatively few over the last two decades. This chapter

will briefly discuss works key to the framework of this thesis.

Thoughtful presentations on the Lebanese-Syrian Christians have

been even fewer. Some significant works in this specifie field

will also be reviewed for their contribution.

APPROACH TO CANADIAN IMMIGRATION HISTORY

To begin this examination a brief review of the existing

literature of canadian immigration history must be undertaken.

Historian Howard Palmer has acknowledged the large gap in Canadian

history and the results that neglect for this field has generated.

There were no Canadian counterparts to
American historians like Marcus Lee Hansen,
Carl Wittke, Theodore Blegen or Oscar Handlin.
The realm of ethnie history was thus left
almost entirely to the groups' amateur
historians, who were often handicapped both by
a limited perspective of the broader Canadian
scene and by an inability to write fluently in
English, a second language for most immigrant
scholars. The results of such efforts -
ethnie histories, which were very often self
congratulatory, overconcerned with showing
group 'contributions', and lacking the broader
picture of Canadian history and greatly in
need of an English language editor --could be
easily dismissed, when they were read, which
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was infrequently.l

Since the 1970s a generation of immigration historians have emerged

to fill the gap. These historians are "people who both have a link

with the group, which gives them a special sense of insight,

understanding and empathy, and also have university training, which

gives them the sense of detachment necessary for perspective and

critical analysis.,,2 Many successful examples have concentrated on

Italian immigrants and include Bruno Ramirez's Les Premiers

Italiens de Montréal: L'origine de la Petite Italie du Québec and

John E. Zucchi's The Italian Immigrants of the st. John's Ward,

1875-1915: Patterns of Settlement and Neighl:lourhood Formation.

This "dual perspective -- insider's insight combined with critical
~.

'l detachment,,3 is, in fact, the approach this author has taken to the

present study.

Baha Abu-Laban's An Olive Branch on the Family Tree, part of

the Generations Series, has been categorized both as an

"unmitigated failure" due to a singular lack of context,4 and

"strong in their portrayal of the immigrant's culture and social

background, their economic and institutional adjustment, their

family life and their experiences with the processes of

assimilation."S Although it contains sorne useful particulars about

specific ethno-religious groups, it fails to provide an overview

that acknowledges the important differences between the groups that

f.~':.. ,. Abu-Laban together labels "Arabs". The significance of religion,

family and hometown as institutions that define one's identity is
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a fact that cannot be overlooked in any study of a so-called "Arab"

community.

canadian immigration history should be examined on a less

myopie scale as it crosses many borders. ~irst, the field usually

crosses the border into other branches of history, such as

religious, labour, and urban histories. And second, another almost

invisible border to immigration history is the 49th parallel. The

field should be examined in the broader context of North American

immigration history. It is not the intention of this author to

review the global historiography of North American immigration

history, and the various other fields of history touched on in this

study. Of more value to this subject are four works whose

influence were vital to the approach taken by this author.

Frank Thistlethwaite's "Migration from Europe Overseas in the

Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries" (1960) examines not only the

receiving community but also the sending community. Thistlethwaite

discusses the pre-occupation of the generation of historians since

Marcus Lee Hansen "with one phase, and one phase only of the

migration process: that of immigration.,,6 The push factors that

encouraged emigration are weighed with the pull factors that

induced immigration to a particular location. He emphasizes that

these immigrants must be viewed as coming not from "countries of

origin", but from specifie

destinations too were specifie.

hometowns or villages. Their

Thistlethwaite offers the example
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of "sections of New York where immigrants from individual Italian

districts occupied separate streets, with often mutual hostility. ,,7

Migration is viewed as a process with a beginning and an end. Only

by examining the entire continuum can a thorough study of a ethnie

group be accomplished.

Four years after the publication of Thistlethwaite' s inspiring

article, John S. MacDonald and Leatrice D. MacDonald (1964) wrote

that ethnie groups migrate in a pattern called "chain migration".

"Chain migration can be defined as that movement in which

prospective migrants learn of opportunities, are provided with

transportation, and have initial accommodation and employment

(: arrangedby means of primary social relationships with previous

migrants. "a Through this process communities from the old world

are transplanted to the new and 'little Italies', Syrias and the

like are established.

Once again an Italian community was used as the example.

Dividing the chain migration process into three broad types, the

MacDonalds, like Thistlethwaite, emphasized employment as the prime

determining factor for the pattern of chain migration. The three

types consisted first of established males or padronis who enticed

a second group, male hreadwinners, to the new world with the

promise of employment. Later the third group followed, namely the

( families of the first two groups. 9 It only stands to reason,

according to the MacDonalds' theory, that only once the families
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joined the working male population in the new home were immigrant

churches cr.eated.

families, such

Prior to this last wave of immigrants, the

institutions as boarding houses and loan

institutions stood as the source of community support. The church

took over this role once the need for such services as baptisms,

weddings, and funerals became necessary.

This leads to the third key article. In Raymond Breton' s

"Institutional Completeness of Ethnie communities and the Personal

Relations of Immigrants", the author "focuses on the direction of

the interpersonal relations of immigrants. The immigrant can

become interpersonally integrated within the 'native' community,

within his ethnie community, or within a group of immigrants of an

ethnicity other than his own."IO If no formal organization exists

for that immigrant community, then these immigrants will likely be

assimilated into native institutions. If other, though similar,

ethnie groups had institutions already established then the newer

immigrants made use of them until they developed parallel

institutions of their own, and so no longer needed those 'foreign'

institutions. Finally, where no suitable support was found,

immigrants recreated as much as possible their native institution

in the new world.

Breton acknowledges that religious institutions played a

..... dominant role in an ethnie community. Indeed the role of the
~

church served as the prime community institution for many groups.
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Similarly Sylvie Taschereau's Pays et Patries: Mariages et lieux

d'origine des Italiens de Montréal, 1906-1930 revealed the vital

raIe of the church and particularly marriages in maintaining an

endogamous and cohesive community in Montreal based on Itél.lian

hometown loyalties.

As the fourth influential work, will Herberg's "Protestant 

Catholic - Jew" refutes the melting-pot theory and offers in its

place a triple melting-pot theory . Rather than aIl immigrants

blending into one collective mixture, Herberg postulates that three

distinct groups emerge from the imr~igration population based on

religion. Although not the most relevant aspect of this study,

<: Herberg' s theory stresses the importance of religion over

nationality as a dividing line between ethnie groups.

Back home, the church (or synagogue) had been,
for most of them, the meaningful center of
life, the repository of the sacred symbols of
community existence. As saon as they touched
land in the New World, they set themselves to
re-establishing it. But here there were
difficulties, and in meeting and overcoming
these difficulties they inevitably transforrned
the church they thought they were
transplanting.
The immigrants were men of their village or
region ("province"), and the church they were
intent upon transplanting was their village
church with aIl its ways; above frl, with the
old village customs and dialect.

The combined will of the immigrants towards the single goal of

building their native church encouraged a united community in the

understanding immigrant communities in the new world. "A migrant
( new world. In a similar view, Zucchi pointed out the key to
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retains old world local loyalties and continues to live within the

orbit of his home village. ,,12 Therefore a key difference between

communities lay in their successful recreation of institutions

based on religion, family, and hometown ties.

In light of this brief theoretical discussion, a few

significant successful studies of the Lebanese-syrian Orthodox

community in North America should be examined. There have been

only a few works produced on this speci.fic immigrant group.

Several were of the variety that Palmer acknowledged "could be

easily dismissed". There are four however that particularly bear

reading.

Philip K. Hitti's The syrians in America (1924) stands as the

forefather to aIl work on this community to date. Insightful in

mar,y ways, Hitti was the first to stress the importance of

religion, family and hometown to these immigrants. These aspects

both divided and united them. It made each new community in North

America separate unto itself, but similar in structure. The ties

to the home village were unbroken as each new community tried to

reestablish home institutions.

Philip and Joseph Kayal's The syrian-Lebanese in America: A

study in Religion and Assimilation (1975) offered a modern

historical look at this community, the first since Hitti's. As a

result of assimilation found within the community , these brothers
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stressed the role of religion over natio~ality in the make-up of

this community . Through a careful examination of each separate

religious group, the response of immigrant communities to their new

environment was evaluated. Kayal and Kayal predicted the

dissolution of the Syrian-American community

because of their unwillingness to recognize
the needs of a fully Americanized third and
fourth English-speaking generation. It is for
this reason that the churches of the Syrian
Lebanese Americans will die or become altered
beyond recognition, signalling the end of t~~

Syrian-Lebanese community as we now know it.

From another point of view, Alixa Naff's Becoming American:

The Early Arab Immigrant Experience (1985) returns to the

{ beginnings of this immigrant group in the united states. She uses

the more current practised skills of an historian, such as the

collection of oral history, and primary source materials such as

church records, to detail many aspects of the lives of this

immigrant group. Her work has successfully filled a large part of

the gap in the general study of these immigrants. Her findings are

more plausible when compared to Abu-Laban's general study of the

Arabs in Canada. Based on extensive research and thorough reading

she outlines the general pattern of Lebanese-Syrian Christian

migration and settlement.

The only work to date that approaches the specifie subject

f matter of the history of the Lebanese-Syrians in Canada has been

David Weale' s A Stream Out of Lebanon: An Introduction to the
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Coming of syrian/Lebanese Emigrants to Prince Edward Island (1988) •

Although a brief study whose emphasis and forte lies in the

examination of Lebanese peddlers, Weale e:';:.:imines both the receiving

and sending means of the migration process. As weIl he reviews the

hometown culture, and evaluates the success of this community in

retaining institutions such as their church.

It is this very limited tradition of research and publication

on the history of the Lebanese-Syrian community in North America

that this study hopes to improve upon. The sparsL:y of the

literature in the past has provided an impetus for this work. As

the founding settlement in Canada, and still today the largest, the
~

Montreal community has been long overdue for an examination of its

migration and settlement patterns.

A secondary result will be to provide a chronicle that may

weIl be added to future historiographi.;s as reference. The

combination of available theories and existing gaps within the

literature leads to a necessary examination of the three pillars

- religion, family, and hometown - as the next step in this

research.
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THE THREE PILLARS - RELIGION, FAMILY , HOMETOWH

AN INTRODUCTION

Essential to understanding this immigrant group are three

pillars in the structure of their community; religion, family, and

hometown. These institutions bind these immigrants in strong

common beliefs that form the foundation of their approach to life.

Before each pillar is studied individually, their collective

significance and emotional impact must first be appreciated.

The importance of family, village and religion, acknowledged

below by Philip and Joseph Kayal, has been confirmed by other

studies on Lebanese villages.

A syrian's religious identification is so
intense that he is the proverbial "man without
a country. " His patriotism and group
identification is based on love of family and
religion. For all practical purposes his
family and church take the place of the state
for him. In both Syria and Lebanon, religion
is the practical equivalent of nationality,
with each religious community recognized in
and within the structure of the state. All
cooperation between individuals, therefore is
limited to their tradiiional groups -- family,
village, and religion.

In his article entitled "Group Behavior in the Village Community

of Lebanon, " A. I. Tannous states "the group rather than the

individual is the center of community life in the Lebanon



(

26

village ..•• Three main groups predominate in village life -- the

family, the church and the community as a whole. ,,2 In another

article, he points out that even "a stranger is always 'placed'

with respect to his village, family and church.,,3 The Lebanese-

syrian Orthodox in North America used these three factors as points

of reference in order to 'place' themselves in their new home. In

his study of the Lebanese in Prince Edward Island, David Weale

noted that

It was not "place" or country which was most
important to the emigrating "Lebanese" or
"syrians". Blood and religion were much more
important components of their self
identification as a people',

Although this appears to undermine the importance of the village

or hometown, hometown should be clarified as the community of

village people who belong to the same church or parish.

Therefore it can be said that religious affiliation is a

prerequisite for identifying with someone of the same village.

Orthodox Christians and Muslims of the same village wouId not

identify themselves as being part of the same community. One first

has to be cf the same religion before one can be seen as being of

the same village.

The interdependency of the three pillars - family, village,

and religion - is strengthened when one considers that

Many syrian parishes are practically a kinship
system in themselves, with ~most everyone
related in one way or another.
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This may have been the case in Montreal. However due to inaccurate

registration at immigration offices and in church records, there

were difficulties identifying the relationships within the same

family names. The following sections will present the importance

of these three pillars.
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RELIGION

The first of the three chapters on the essential elements for

the Lebanese-syrian Orthodox is devoted to religion. A chronicle

of the Syro-Arab Mission of the Orthodox Church in North America

will focus on the Montreal parishes. Both the Syro-Arab Mission

and the Montreal parishes figured very prominently in the history

of the Orthodox Church as an institution in North America.

The churches represented and continue to
represent an extension of the extended family
for the Arab immigrants. These churches then
function as the locus for the establishment,
preservation and maintenance of primary
relations. To that extent, they are also th~

locus where self-identity is constructed. 1

A history of the Syro-Arab Mission of the Orthodox Church in

North America reveals much about this immigrant group. First, the

North American Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox longed to be independent

from outside control by their parent Church and, by extension, its

world-wide community. Second, parishioners wanted to participate

actively in the composition and politics of their own church.

Third, the interplay between the lay parishioners of a local church

and the Orthodox Church in North America demonstrated that not only

was the local church important to the immigrant family, but the

devotion and involvement of these immigrants were vital to the

growth and success of the North American Church. Finally, this

immigrant group continued ties to their hometown through rites



(
performed in their local church.

THE ORTHODOX CHURCH IN THE MIDDLE EAST

30

In the Middle East, it was the Russian Patriarchate who rose

in prominence as it helped found, build, and maintain many of the

Orthodox churches in Lebanon and Syria. 50 it was expected by both

the immigrants and the Russian Orthodox Church that the connection

to North America would be extended. Further, the church, more than

any level of government, formed the community centre in a village,

and, with the support of the Russian Orthodox Church, this would

(~ also be the case in North America.

The Orthodox in the Middle East have always been a minority

within a minority. Moslems make up the majority of the population,

with Maronites and Melkites (Catholics) comprising the bulk of the

Christian minority. The money and power provided by the Russian

Orthodox church raised the stature of this small religious group

far beyond its numbers.

f

The Orthodox in the Middle East had been under ottoman rule

since the occupation of Constantinople in 1453. It was the

Patriarch of Constantinople who became the leader of all Orthodox

Christians. The Patriarchates of Antioch, Alexandria, and

Jerusalem, who were also under the ottoman Empire, were
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theoretically independent but practically subordinate. The millet

system of government was established by the Turks to delegate to

non-Muslim sects, recognized as religious communities, legal

control of secular political affairs, and of personal matters such

as marriage and divorce. 2 The members of this religious millet

chose their leader who was then approved by the Sultan. Raving a

religious leader rather than a political one was less resented by

the people, and ensured the survival of the Orthodox Church under

Turkish Muslim rule.

political change dictated religious change. In 1774, Russia

and the Turks signed what proved to be a stepping stone for Russian

involvement in the religious life of the Middle East - the Treaty

of Kuchuk-Kainardji. "From that moment Russia began to consider

-

herself as guardian of orthodoxy and of the Roly Places in the

ottoman Empire.,,3

Another global change in religion had an impact on Middle East

churches. Early in the next century, the effect of Catholic and

Protestant missionaries began to take a toll on Orthodox

representation as the number of Orthodox began to decline steadily.

Russia counteracted this perceived threat by erecting churches,

schools, and hospitals in an attempt to spread Orthodoxy.

A result in 1899, from the efforts of a coalition of Russians

and Syrians was the naming of the first Arab Patriarch of Antioch
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in centuries. Similar support from the Russian Church was extended

to immigrants in North America in the forro of appointments of Arab

priests, a Syro-Arab Mission, and a powerfuI Arab Bishopric.

THE ORTHODOX CHURCH IN NORTH AMERICA

Histories on the Orthodox Church in North America are very

few in number, sparse in detail, and scattered in location. Most

are either period pieces or concentrate on a single individual.

The following section will provide general histories of both the

Syro-Arab Mission of the North American Orthodox Church, and of

the churches of st. George and st. Nicholas of Montreal from the

dates of their founding to the consecration in 1950 of the

cornerstone of present-day st. Nicholas Church in Montreal. A

secondary purpose will be to show the involvement of lay

parishioners in church matters, and of the Church in parish

communities. (See Appendix B: Chronology of Events in History of

Lebanese-syrian Orthodox Church in North America)

In the 1880'5, Lebanese-Syrian immigrants began to arrive in

North America. By 1892 their numbers had increased to the point

where the Syro-Arab Mission of the Russian Orthodox Church was

established in New York. Father Constantine Tarazy of Damascus

was one of the first clergy to arrive in New York. He took it upon

himself to serve the immigrants in that community. However he



33

returned to syria later that year as the community was still too

small to support a permanent priest. Later in 1892, Archimandrite

Christopher Jabara arrived also on his own initiative, to serve the

same community • However he too left the next year, as his

religious opinions had scandalized his parishioners.

By 1895 the New York community had grown to the point where

the laymen formed the Syrian Orthodox Benevolent Society, and

subsequently founded the first Syro-Arab church of North America

in Brooklyn, New York - St. Nicholas Church. In the next year

clergyman Raphael Hawaweeny of Damascus arrived in New York to

serve this new parish. In 1898 he published the first Arabie book

of services for North America.

Meanwhile the Montreal community had grown to such a size as

to have their petition for a priest granted by Archimandrite

Hawaweeny. In 1898, newly-arrived Father Ephrem Dibs was appointed

the Montreal community 1 S f irst priest. These actions were the

. :..:..

first recorded examples of parishioners' initiatives in their newly

formed North American church.

On December 15, 1898, Bishop Tikhon, hierarch of the Russian

Church in North America at the relatively young age of 33,

celebrated J,riturgy in the Syro-Arab church of st. Nicholas in

Brooklyn. Archimandrite Hawaweeny gave a welcoming speech .

Blessed is he that comes in the name of the
Lord.
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AlI twenty thousand members of the syro-Arab
colony living together in New York and
elsewhere in North America together with me
greet Your Grace, our new spiritual Father and
Archpastor, on the occasion of your safe
arrivaI. We are so bold to ask Your Grace for
only one thing -- that you will continue to
give to us, the Orthodox Syro-Ara:Js living
within the boundaries of your diocese, the
same maternaI love, the same paternal care,
the same archpastrol attention that was given
to us by your most gracious predecessor. And
we, on our part, remembering the words of the
Apostle, "obey your leaders and submit to the,
for they are keeping watch over your souls"
(Hebrews 13:17), not only promise to the Holy
Synod and to Your Grace our full obedience and
our filial submission to aIl your paternal
commands and archpastrol directions, but we
also fully deliver ourselves over to your
archpastoral care and blessings.

May our Lord Jesus Christ, through the prayers
of the holy Nicholas of Myra in Lycia and
Tikhon on Zadonsk, help Your Grace in this
your new archpastoral ministry for the benefit
of the Orthodox Church and the flowering of
the Orthodox Faith in thi~ New World. Amen.

This request for continued support from the Russian Church in turn

promised continued loyalty on the part of the Arab immigrants.

The following year, Archimandrite Hawaweeny received

permission from Bishop Tikhon to raise money so that the syrian

community in Brooklyn could establish its own cemetery and erect

its own churchi the previous st. Nicholas was likely a borrowed

Anglican church. 5 At the turn of the century, the Arab community

in Brooklyn was estimated at 3000 - the largest Arab Orthodox

community in North America. On October 27, 1902, the "Mother
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Parish of the Archdiocese", st. Nicholas Cathedral was consecrated

in Brooklyn. A survey in the following year revealed that a

quarter of the new Syrian-American immigrants in New York were from

the same hometown of Zahle.

While the New York conœunity was establishing a church, the

Montreal community was having difficulties keeping a priest.

Father Dibs resigned his post in 1900 and soon after Archimandrite

Meletios Karoum was named to replace him. In November 1902, Father

Mahfouz of Rashaya, from where most of the Montreal flock hailed,

arrived in Montreal. As a result of this far more welcome addition

to the Montreal community, Archimandrite Karoum accepted a
~

temporary assignment to New York.

New York Archimandrite Hawaweeny's influence in the Russian

Church grew rapidly. On February 1, 1904, an Auxiliary Bishopric

of Brooklyn was established within the North America Diocese of

the Syro-Arab Mission, and on March 12, Archimandrite Raphael

Hawaweeny was named the Bishop of Brooklyn and Vicar to Archbishop

Tikhon, making bim the first Orthodox bishop of any ethnie group

to be consecrated in North America. The following year Bishop

Hawaweeny founded the Archdioces'~ publication "Al-Kalimat",

forerunner to the present-day Word. Hawaweeny' s kind words to

welcome Tikhon to North America in 1898 and to promise the loyalty

of the syro-Arab community to Archbishop Tikhon had not fallen on

deaf ears. The Syro-Arab mission's stature had grown rapidly as
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had Ha~aweeny's.

The Montreal community was similarly growing by leaps and

bounds. On May 10, 1905, the Syrian Orthodox Benevolent Society

of Montreal and the Syrian Ladies Benevolent Society of Montreal

were established. The lay initiative of the Lebanese-Syrian

immigrants was not uncommon among "new immigrants" in North

America. A.ccording to Professor T.L. Smith, "on the contrar.l,

laym€,n often played key roles in both local and regional religious

aff~irs and expected priests, bishops, and rabbis to support lay

s"<::ial and politicéll interests. ,,6 The purpose of t.hese two new

societies in Montreal was twofold: 1. "to look after the welfare

of the Orthodox of Middle Eastern origin, to see to their physical

needs by assisting one another and to pool their resources for the

mutual good of all" and 2. "to work towards fulfilment of their

des ire to have their own ~lace of worship and a resident clergyman

to celebrate the services for them."?

However the unity displayed in the founding of these societies

did not sustain i tself, and debate among the members of the

societies led to deeper divisions. It is not clear either what

c~used this debate, or along which lines the groups split. What

is clear 1.s that the root of the division was not serious enough

for anyone today to either relliember or continue the grudge. The

r mors likely dividing lines were uptown versus downtown Rashayans,

or family squabbling between first cousins - for example the
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Zegayer versus shamy families. Although not expressed in any of

the literature, the implication is that differences regarding the

authority of the Russian Church over their new local church was the

cause of the division. The results were that around 1905 a

minority among the men and women left the group to form their own

church (now st. Nicholas Antiochian Orthodox Church), and that the

majority remained united and founded st. George Church of Montreal

(then also called st. Nicholas) at 270 vitre street in a remodelled

abandoned factory.

This Montreal community division as well resulted in a change

of the local priest. On Dec. 13, 1905, Father Aftimios Ofeish of
~

Bikfaya arrived in New York. The next summer, Archmandrite Ofeish
.'..;,

was appointed pastor of st. George Church of Montreal after the

minority of parishioners had involved themselves in church matters

and tried to remove Father Mahfouz as priest of the community.8

Father Ofeish intervened in the Montreal community dispute and

restored the peace between the groups. His efforts resulted in

both sides requesting that he stay as their pastor. Although peace

had returned to the Montreal community, the root of the division,

namely disagreement over the Russian Church's involvement in North

America, was simply repressed and not removed as a point of

contention.

As head of the Russian Church, and after having lived a few

years among the parishioners in North America, Archbishop Tikhon
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developed very liberal beliefs on how the diocese should be run.

In 1906, he sent his opinions to the Preconcilian Commission of

the Holy Synod in st. Petersburg.

The diocese of North America must be
reorganized into an Exarchate of the Russian
Church in North America. The diocese is not
only multinational; it is composed of several
orthodox Churches, which keep the unity of
faith, but preserve their particularities in
canonical structure, in liturgical rules, in
parish life. These particularities are dear
to them and can perfectly be tolerated on the
pan-orthodox scene. We do not consider that
we have the right to suffer the national
character of the churches here; on the
contrary, we try to preserve this character
and we confer them the latitude to be guided
by leaders of their own nationality. Thus,
the Syrian Church here received a bishop of
its own (the Most Rev. Raphael [Hawaweeny] of
Brooklyn), who is the second auxiliary to the
diocesan bishop of the Aleutian Islands, but
is almost independent in his own sphere (the
bishop of Alaska having the same position) ..•.
It should be remembered however that life in
the New World is different from that of the
old; our Church must take this into
consideration; a greater autonomy (and
possibly autocephaly) should therefore be
granted to the Church of America, as compared
with the other Metropolitan sees of the
Russian Church. The North American Exarchate
would comprise: (1) the archdiocese of New
York, with jurisdiction over aIl Russian
Churches in the united states and in Canada
(2) the diocese of Alaska, for the orthodox
inhabitants of Alaska (Russians, Aleutians,
Indians, Eskimos), (3) The diocese of Brooklyn
(Syrian), (4) the diocese 9 of Chicago
(Serbian), (5) a Greek diocese.

His opinions were not appreciated by the Mother Church and

Archbishop Tikhon was transferred to Russia in 1907. Two reasons

led to his recall to Mother Russia. First, the Russian Church
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could not tolerate the fact that the head of their Church in North

America espoused the same beliefs as some of the parishioners.

Second, the Church did net want to lose the control nor the

financial contributions of these immigrants in North Ameri~a

whatever their ethnie origin.

In the meantime, the Montreal community continued to grow and

the parishioners remained active within the Church. Layman Michael

Zarbatany of Montreal published the first Arabie publication in

Canada, "AI-Shehab", in 1908. His continuing efforts, both on this

publication and on other church matters, made him highly respected

within the Montreal parish. In a few years, his fellow
.~

parishioners would calI upon him to fill a void that the Church
~

could not, namely that of a permanent priest who would be

acceptable to aIl concerned, and who would serve more than a few

years.

.....

On June 4, 1910, charters were granted for the Syrian Greek

Orthodox Church of Saint Nicholas of Canada (st. Nicholas Church)

and The Saint Nicholas Syrian Greek Orthodox Church of Montreal

(later to become st. George Church). The division in the community

had not resolved itself and thus two churches were formed where

numbers only warranted one. A legal battle decided only in 1940,

would finally settle the dispute over which church would use the

name of st. Nicholas. St. George, patron saint of Syria, would

become the name of the later church. 10 On June 20,1.910, the
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cornerstone at the first location of st. Nicholas syrian Orthodox

Church was blessed at 342 Notre Dame Street East in Montreal.

Father Ephram Ghulam was that church's first parish priest and he

served from 1910 until 1917.

On Feb. 27, 1915, the head of the Syro-Arab Mission, Bishop

Hawaweeny, died. Metropolitan Shehadi, who arrived from Beirut in

1914 and was affiliated with the Orthodox Church of Antioch but not

as an official envoy, hoped to replace Bishop Hawaweeny. Instead,

on May 13, 1917, Archimandrite Ofeish was consecrated as Bishop of

Brooklyn to serve the Syro-Arab Mission of the Russian church, and

Vicar to Russian Archbishop Evdokim. After Ofeish had raised over

(: $14,000 to build a church, some of his more critical parishioners

claimed that he wanted to separate the parish from the Russian

Patriarc:tate in favour of joining the Antiochian patriarchate.

Ofeish was called upon to answer this charge in front of

Metropolitan Platon, the new head of the Orthodox Church in North

America. He did 50 successfully. The same issue arose in the

belief held by some of the Montreal parishioners, as well as the

former head of the North American Church, Archbishop Tikhon. It

simply meant that the view shared by many within the community was

that the North American Church should be autonomous. Later it

would become clear that Ofeish himself held such a belief.

Another influential priest was Michael Zarbatany who answered

the calI from fell'ow parishioners and on November 17, 1917 was
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ordained priest of st. Nicholas Church in Montreal, a post he would

hold for forty-three years. In 1925, he would be elevated to

Archpriest and Economos, the highest honour that a married priest

could attain. Meanwhile in st. George Church, Archdeacon Emmanuel

Abo-Hatab, who would during his tenure translate the Divine Liturgy

and Church hymns into English, was elevated to Archimandrite in

1918 to fill the vacancy in Montreal caused by the departure of

Bishop Oteish. By 1923, Bishop Ofeish of Brooklyn was raised to

the status of Archbishop by Metropolitan Platon, an initial step

towards the autonomous Syro-Arab diocese in North America as

predicted in 1906 by, now the Patriarch of Russia, Tikhon.

~~ Having felt slighted over the appointment of Ofeish to the- Bishopric of Brooklyn a year earlier, the ambitious Metropolitan

;;hehadi incorporated his own separate diocese "The syrian Holy

Orthodox Greek Catholic Mission in North America" on February 18,

1919. Despite orders from the Antiochian Church to return to

Lebanon, Shehadi used the First World War as an excuse to remain

in North America. By 1924, Metropolitan Shehadi had established

over twenty-four parishes under his care, all loyal to the

Patriarchate of Antioch. In 1924, Bishop Victor Abo-Assaly, the

official representative of Patriarch of Antioch, arrived and tried

to attract disgruntled parishioners of Archbishop Ofeish to the

Patriarchal See of Antioch. Whatever support Metropolitan Shehadi

received from the Antiochian Patriarchate is unclear, however the

~ arrival of Bishop Abo-Assaly seems only to have undermined
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Shehadi's pretention as the head of the Antiochian Church in North

America.

As a result of the 1917 Revolution in Russia, the Russian

Church found itself in a precarious position. Under the Soviet

regime, the Church's funds were frozen and its powers circumvented.

In March 1924, Patriarch Tikhon signed a statement (presumably

under duress) printed in the Russian language press in America

accusing Metropolitan Platon of counter-revolutionary acts against

the Soviet State. This statement, although taken very seriously,

was seen as evidence of the precarious relations between the Mother

Tikhon's charge, the Fourth All-American Council was convened on

Church in Russia, who could no longer provide neither funds nor

( -
'.,~

religious guidance, and the North American Diocese. To answer

April 4, 1924. The Council arrived at two results; first, it

reaffirmed Metropolitan Platon's election in 1922; and second, it

provided the impetus for non-Russian groups to form their own

ecclesiastical organization. As an anti-climax to this first

period of division within the Church, Patriarch Tikhon died in

1925.

1925, as well, was the year in which Metropolitan Platon of

the Russian Church recommended that the Syro-Arab Mission become

an independent church. However "Autocephaly", considered de facto

from this point, would not be granted by the Russian Church until

1970. Meanwhile the efforts of Bishop Abo-Assaly resulted in the
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formation of the Independent Syrian Antiochian jurisdiction in

1.925.

There seems to have been two camps of thought in North America

regarding the ties to either the Russian Church or Church of

Antioch. "Russys", as they were known, were not loyal to the

Russian Church, due to its nearly total lack of power after 1.91.7,

They did feel however that ties to the Russian Church were their

means of independence. Belonging to the Russian Church meant they

could control their own destiny without interference from any

foreign power. "Antackys", on the other hand, longed to belong to

the Church that had named an Arab patriarch in 1.899. The tie to

the Church of Antioch was an ethnie one that bound the immigrants

to their community in both Lebanon and Syria, and abroad.

On Feb. 2, 1.927, perhaps in an attempt to appease the Antacky

group, Metropolitan Platon signed a solemn act placing Archbishop

Ofeish in charge of North American Orthodox churches. By this act,

Archbishop Ofeish's beliefs in an independent church now seemed to

be encouraged by the Russian Church in North America. Ofeish

,~

apparently thought he no longer needed to deny his beliefs and in

the April-May 1.927 edition of The Orthodox Catholie Review, he

published "Present and Future of Orthodoxy in America in Relation

to Other Bodies and to Orthodoxy Abroad".

The foundation and developmen't of Orthodoxy in
America under the benevolent authority and
guidance of the Holy Synod of the Patriarchate
of Moscow and AII-Russia was calculated to
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result in an autonomous province or
autocephalous and independent American church
of the Orthodox catholic
Communion ...•Orthodoxy in America, unlike that
in any previously existing Orthodox Province,
is made up of people of all languages and from
all political, racial, and ecclesiastical
allegiances within the Church. It is not a
homogeneous body of people of one language,
race, or nation. Only two things are common
to all Orthodox in America -- the fact of
their Orthodox Faith, and their residence in
this country. In other particulars their
interests, thought, feelings and prejudices
are diverse and, too often, mutually
antagonistic. It is not practical for all of
them to be under the discipline and authority
of Bishops of any one foreign Orthodox
national Church••.• The very survival and
future existence of orthodoxy depends on the
rë1pid and firm organization and development of
the Orthodox ca1~olic Church as one unified
body in America.

On sept. 11, 1927, Archimandrite Abo-Hatab was given the

newly-created title of Bishop of Montreal and Vicar to Archbishop

Ofeish. The Montreal community had becnme very established and

r
"'';''''.

their churches were serving all of Quebec and southwestern Ontario.

In their appointment of Abo-Hatab, the North American Church may

have already been grooming Ofeish's successor. On May 26, 1928,

Sophronius Bashira was named Bishop of Los Angeles, demonstrating

the growth of the Church both in the south and the west by this

point. Finally, on May 6, 1930, Archbishop Ofeish was removed as

Bishop of Brooklyn because he promoted an independent American

church. In 1931, Bishop Abo-Hatab of Montreal was appointed by

Metropolitan Platon as leader of the Syro-Arab Bishopric. Another

turning point came in April 29, 1933, Archbishop Ofeish married a
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young Syrian girl and as a result was deposed from his position by

his followers. Many authors cite Ofeish's marriage as the reason

for his downfall, but as the dates indicated it was his

pronouncement of an independent church that was the cause. Ofeish

remained in virtual isolation until his death in 1971.

The Montreal community lost st. Nicholas Church to a fire in

1931. Out of the ashes grew discussions that were heId over the

next five years concerning the possibility of merger between st.

Nicholas and st. George churches in Montreal. However, the same

disagreement over affiliation either to the Russian or Antiochian

Church - otherwise known as the "Russy-Antacky" debate - would

bring an end to this period of relative truce. Similar

disagreements wouId divide other Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox

communities in other North American cities with similar results.

The "Russr-Antacky" debate would reach a climax when the

Orthodox Church in North America lost aIl its leaders within two

years in 1933 and 1934. In May 1933, Bishop Abo-Hatab died. In

April 20, 1934, Metropolitan Platon died. In April 1934,

Metropolitan Shehadi, who had just returned to Beirut the previous

Nov. died, and in April 19, 1934, Archbishop Abo-Assaly died. with

no obvious candidate in place elections were held for the new

leader of the Church in North America. The options were Antony

Bashir who was from the Russy camp, and Samuel David of the Antacky

camp. On Nov. 19, 1935, Archimandrite Antony Bashir was elected.
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On April 19, 1936, Antony Bashir was consecrated by two Russian

bishops as Metropolitan of New York and All North America. st.

George Church of Montreal had been one of his supporters.

Also on April 19, 1936, Samuel David, who had lost the

election but continued being encouraged by his many followers, was

consecrated as Metropolitan of Toledo and Its Dependencies, and the

spiritual leader of Patriarchate of Antioch in America, which

remained disunited from the Church until 1975. st. Nicholas Church

of Montreal had supported his candidacy and election.

The election of Bashir and the loss by David demonstrates an

excellent example of the parishioners deciding church matters.

Even though the majority of churches in the diocese had elected

Antony Bashir, an influential yet smaller group convinced Samuel

David to become a Metropolitan in his own right. The Russian

Church, although having consecrated Metropolitan Bashir, faded into

the background and left the Syro-Arab mission on its own.

Having split over the Russy-Antacky issue, the Montreal

churches became clearly separate from this point on. st. George

Church of Montreal decided to build a new church on November 17,

1936 at the recognized (and present) geographic centre of the

community, namely the corner of Jean Talon and Lajeunesse. On

Sept. 29, 1940, st. George Orthodox Church was inaugurated at 555
{'"
~. Jean Talon in Montreal. The final piece to the Montreal story was
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in the forro of the cornerstone for st. Nicholas Orthodox Church,

which was consecrated at the present day 80 de Castelnau Street

East address on September 14, 1950.

The first fifty years of the Syro-Arab Mission of the North

American Orthodox Church and the Montreal community saw the

initiative of the newly-arrived immigrants first establish, then

seek to separate from the mother Church. Through the turrooil, the

fervour of the parishioners remained steadfast to their Orthodox

beliefs. By 1977, the Antiochian Orthodox church of North America

was the soul of a loyal community that had grown to 105 churches

and a congregation numbering some 150,000.

The significance of religion to these immigrants must be

considered in relation to their other ties to family and homstown.

Only once aIl three of the these factors, are considered can one

discuss the Montreal community in its proper context. The next

chapter will focus on the family in its importance to these

immigrants.
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FAMILY

The '3econd of the three pillars on which Lebanese-Syrian

Orthodox commun: ties were formed was the family. Family is

considered by most scholars to be the most important influence on

Middle Eastern culture. For example, Anthropologist Raphael Patai

went as far as to describe "the culture of the Middle East a

'kinship culture,,,l

As one aspect of this thesis suggests, the three pillars of

religion, family and village must be considered separately despite

the fact that they are interrelated. In his general study entitled

An olive Branch on the Family Tree: The Arabs in Canada, B. Abu-

Laban calls the immigrants 'kinsmen', "not only in the sense of

blood relations, but also in the sense of people of their own

kind.,,2 In that study the boundaries between the terms 'kinsmen'

and 'people of their own kind' are not well defined by the author.

In the aforementioned statement and his general use of the term

Arab, the author overgeneralizes. No distinction between the

different religions, families nor villages is clearly made. While

his statements are true on the whole, his combining of all these

peoples into one pot ignores the great difference that religion,

family and village make to these people in relation to their

interactions. The point being that an Orthodox Christian from

Rashaya, Lebanon and a Muslim from Damascus, Syria do not consider

themselves any more similar than would a Catholic from Nicaragua
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and a Protestant from ontario.

In this chapter, the emphasis is on family. The theme

throughout will be that the culture of, and approach to life in

Montreal by the local Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox group were based on

family values carried over from their village.

It is the family that passes on the
socioreligious values of the culture to its
offspring. Indeed, proper introduction and
identification of a Middle Easterner does not
end with the announcement of his name and
profession. Rather, his family group must be
ascertained as weil as his village community.
For the Levantine immigrant, the family was an
extension of himself, and his religion an
extension of his family. From this bedrock
commitment to family came both identity and
strength, loyalty ~nd love, and on occasion
feuds and fracases.

Indeed the division of the community in Montreal, and the

subsequent forming of st. Nicholas Church as an alternative to st.

George Church, is based on such a family feud. "since families

were religiously homogeneous, family loyalty became translated into

religious fidelity.1l4 By introducing aspects of kinship, cousin

marriage, and process of immigration as three examples, this

section will show the relative importance of 'family' to the

Lebanese-Syrian culture as a whole.
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The Meaning of Kinship

The terms family and kinship (which for the purposes of this

study are considered synonyrnous) cannot refer simply to the nuclear

family. They are terms that describe the extended family including

grandparents, uncles, aunts and cousins. Similar terms in other

cultures used to describe family in the same manner would be 'clan'

and 'famiglia'. The extended family or kin group for the Lebanese-

Syrian Orthodox forms the same point of reference as the irnrnediate

family does for North Arnericans.

group's self-identification.

It is a vital part of this

"Descent is important in the Middle East for
establishing the ascribed status of an
individual, for providing him with the basis
of his claim to position, occupation,
property, a girl's hand, economic help, armed
support, social, legal, or religious
functions, a seat in coureil, membership in
larger social units, etc.

To the Lebanese-Syrian orthodox, the importance of family is

all encompassing in his life, culture and society. The names of

parents are affected by the birth of the first male child. If a

couple has a son named George, the father is called abu George and

the mother im George. This becomes the most cornrnon way that this

couple is referred to, even more than their cornrnon first names.

Rodger P. Davies points out another important indication of

f the strength of Syrian Arabie kinship. There is only one word for
'f(."

one's father's brother, one's spouse father, and one's parent's
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sisters' husbands; that is 'ammi. "Application of the term 'ammi

to persons outside the kin group as a respectful form of address

is some indication of the important status of father's brothers

within the group. ,,6 "The terms listed suggest that the bint 'amm,

'father's brother's daughter' is a potential wife and, conversely,

that an -ibn 'amm, 'father's brother's son', is a prospective

husband.,,7 One's father's brother is also one's father-in-law.

Kinship and Marriage - The Cousin Marriage

If one considers the impact of kinship through language, then

what of practices? Whereas in western culture, a marriage brings

together two families, for better or worse, the Lebanese-syrian

culture uses marriage to solidify one family.

called "cousin marriage". It has been said that

The practice is

The subject of kinship and marriage occupies
a rather prominent place in most of the
anthropologically relevant literature on the
Arab Levant. There are two reasons for this.
One is that the Levantine Arabs are very
conscious of their own patterns of behavior
and expectations in this area of life ...•The
second reason is that it is a standard and
basic subject of anthropological inquiry.8

A particular feature of this culture highlights the importance

of family to this group beyond all others. The practice of cousin

marriage is a trait of Middle Eastern culture not found in almost

~ any other.

"The Middle Eastern family has been
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characterized .•• as patrilineal, patrilocal,
patriarchal, extended, occasionally
polygynous, and emphatically endogamous. The
first five of these six basic traits are found
also in one or more of the culture areas
contiguous to the Middle East. The sixth,
endogamy, and especially its most conspicuous
Middle Eastern forro, which is marriage between
a man and his father's brother's daughter
(bint. 'amm in Arabie) , is practically
nonexistentgoutside the Middle Eastern culture
continent."

As Davies again pointed out, in the Arabie language the same term

is used for one' s uncle and father-in-Iaw. Although Lebanese-

syrian Orthodox are religiously forbidden to marry any first

cousin, there exists a "conflict with two firmly established

patterns in Arab culture: the dominance of patriliny and the

preferential marriage of the closest possible relatives outside

the nuclear family". 10 Cousin marriage is not forbidden, but

(:

rather encouraged in the Muslim faith.

As in many cultures, one does not simply choose one's mate.

The particular case of the Lebanese-syrian Orthodox sees rules of

convention regarding marriage that must be considered.

"The Lebanese village as a type of kinship
structure may be defined as an endogamous
local group which is segmented into
patrilineages which are preferably endogamous
but often exogamous is practice .••• Kinship and
marriage patterns thus are an integral part of
the extreme localization of interests and
activitierl which is the hallmark of village
culture."
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Patai contended in his article entitled "The structure of

Endogamous Unilineal Descent Groups" that "a man' s patrilineal

descent counts for everything; his matriline counts for nothing". 12

Cousin ma~riage is, however, not restricted to cousins of

patrilineal descent. Matrilineal kin have provided a subordinate

but nevertheless significant number of spouses for the Lebanese-

Syrian Orthodox.

Patai's contention that one's matriline counts for nothing

was refuted by Murphy and Kasden who were active in the

anthropological debate on the practice of cousin marriage in the

Middle East. "The Arabs most certainly have a patrilineal

ideology, and children are uniformly assigned to the agnatic line •

In terms of actual composition, however, the Arab kin group include

one's matrilateral kin also, just as does the bilateral kindred.,,13

In F.I. Khuri's study of kinship in-marriage in two suburbs

of Beirut, he discovered that kinship marriages based on

matrilineage were as significant as those based on patrilineage.

While father's brother's daughter (FBD) marriages occur the most

(28.3%) auong husbands and wives who are related, 14.7% of kinship

in-marriages were of the father's sister's daughter (FZD) variety.

In contradiction to Patai's statement that the matriline counted

~ for nothing, Khuri found that 17.8% of kinship in-marriages were
.....

of the mother' s brother' s daughter (MBD) type and 26.0% were
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mother's sister's daughter (MZD) marriages, only slightly lower

that the FBD rate.

A more significant figure from Khuri's study however is that

only 13.1% of Christians married with their traceable kin group.

Although this figure demonstrates a trend of kinship marriage, it

is not nearly a majority of the marriages. In fact, the majority

married spouses of no relationship.14

Evidence then bears out the contention of anthropolos ·sts John

Gulick and Millicent Ayoub that cousin marriage should not be

viewed "as the central focus of marriage selection... it should be

( regarded as 'but the most extreme example of the more general

configuration of preferential endogamy.,,,lS

In my study of the Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox in Montreal,

several points are very clear. First, figures of marriage within

one's patrilineal kin is markedly high. Of those 605 endogamous

marriages between Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox, and assuming that the

same family name means the same kin group, 36 were between people

of the same family name, ie. 6.0%. Second, an even higher

percentage came from the marriage of people of the same hometown,

some 48% of those marriages that list hometown. A third important

point was that over the forty-five year period that the marriage

~ records have been examined, the kinship in-marriages were equally
c•

.(~,

spread over the years and showed no preferences to first or second
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generation immigrants. Another interesting point shows that of the

thirty-six kinship in-marriages , four families had two sets of

marriages within their kin group, and one family, the Yarid's, had

four marriages (of their total of eleven marriages). It can easily

be said then that the pattern of kinship marriage was

"So intensive [that] the predominance of
kinship positions in patterning and regulating
interpersonal affairs that intermarriage
within the same lineage was often the
preferred form. This was especially true of
many American families of Syrian ancestry who
did not have the range of eligible marriage
mates available to them that they had had in
the old country. The only alternative was
marriage within the village community that
drew its strength from the intensive
association and social intercourse afforded
people in such close proximity. So the
village often became no~ing more than the
extension of the family."

That is not to say that marriage was the sole key to kinship

amongst new arrivaIs. It can be argued that for those who married

outside their kin, family or village group, intermarriage must be

seen as occurring because of assimilation, and no·t that

assimilation occurred because of intermarriage. There is a causal

relationship between intermarriage and assimilation. 17 Of the 106

marriages that were ethnically exogamous of the 715 marriages in

the two churches over forty-five years, most took place in the late

1930's and the 1940's. Assimilation had begun as the second

generation reached the age of marriage and began to take spouses
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from outside their own ethnie, religious, and kin group. A clear

change in the values instilled by families in Montreal became

visible. The conflict between not being able to marry one's first

cousin in the Orthodox Church, and patriliny by marry one's closest

relative outside the nuclear family was resolved as the latter

lessened in the value placed on it by kinship culture. The only

true clarity was that kinship marriage was one more factor in the

cultural identity of that community.

Family in North America

The third aspect in this section deals with the family unit

(~ in North America. Briefly touching upon the impact of immigration

cnte kinship, it serves more as an introduction to the third

'pillar' of the community. By dealing with the results of the new

community in North America, it forces our attention to turn first

to the hometown in Lebanon and syria as the source of North

American communities, the subject of the following chapter.

All evidence suggests that extended families remained the

foundation for this group in any city they settled. The kin group,

or extended family, drew new members away from their home village

as the continued lure of being with ones family proved stronger

that geographic boundaries.

f
As more and more immigrants left the homeland to improve their
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lot, they also left for those places where their families were to

be found. This was not mainly because their family could be used

to help establish the new immigrants in the New World, but rather

the prime reason was to be reunited as a family unit. Even as late

a~ the post-WWII era, 20% of Lebanese-Syrian immigrants who came

to Canada did so to reform the extended familYi i.e. to either join

other family members and relatives, or for the sake of their

children, or because they were accompanied by family.lB The

largest percentage of immigrants (45%) cited "social and career

advancement" as the main reason for leaving their hometown. The

effects of hometown on family and kin are so important that more

detail on the hometown ties will be found in the following section.
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Friends - 21%, 3) Political Considerations - 12%, 4) Spirit
of Adventure - 9%, and 5) Miscellaneous Reasons - 13%.



62

HOMETOWlf

The third and final pillar of importance to a Lebanese-

Orthodox community is the hometown. The village from where one's

family hails represents a point of reference for these immigrants

as do religion and family ties. As a close-knit community, the

Lebanese-syrian Orthodox community can be defined as related,

extended families of the same faith who originate from the same

village or hometown.

This chapter will examine two important features of hometown

ties. First, patterns of chain migration between specifie villages

{ in the Old Country and the new settlements will be detailed.
~.,

Second, evidence of endogamy based on hometown lines will be

chronicled. These are two prime points that are seen as integral

to the discussion of this study. The case study of the Lebanese

Syrian Orthodox in Montreal which follows will reveal the

significant role that hometown played to this community based

primarily upon these factors.

Chain Migration

According to John and Leatrice MacDonald, "chain migration

can be defined as that movement in which prospective migrants learn

of opportunities, are provided with transportation, and have
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initial accommodation and employment arranged by means of primary

social relationships with previous migrants. ,,1 That is to say that

a trend begins with the first few families or individuals who

emigrate from a Lebanese village to an area, for our purposes

Montreal. As D. Weale explains, one should

Consider the phenomenon of "chain-migration"
in terms of a single Lebanese village. At
first just a handful left, but wherever they
landed they were soon filled with longing for
familiar faces. In their letters they urged
others to come join them. Often the merits of
their new situation were exaggerated. It was
difficult not to fall into that temptation,
for it served the double purpose of justifying
their decision to leave, while making it more
attractive for relatives and friends to join
them. In this way a few more would be drawn
away, and in some cases it was not long before
such a tide of people was flowing that it
seemed as though everyone would leave. After
all, departure from one's native land was no
longer exile when there were comrades and
family memb~rs beckoning from the new place of
settlement.

Over a dozen localized studies of Lebanese-Syrian communities

in their new found home noted that in each study the Lebanese

syrian immigrants originated from a handful of villages in Lebanon

and syria. 3 (See Appendix C - Chain Migration of Lebanese-Syrian

Christians) For example on the African continent, the Lebanese

communities in Ouagadougou (Upper Volta) and in Bouake (Ivory

coast) were from Bayno (north Lebanon), those in Accra (Ghana) were

from Tripoli, Lagos (Nigeria) from Mizyara, Dakar (Senegal) from

~ Tyre, and Bamako (Mali) from Bayt Shabab. 4
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Among Lebanese groups in North America, the pattern of chain

migration described above seems to have been as strong. A

traveller visiting Montreal at the turn of the century noted that

the Maronites and Greek Catholics in Montreal were from Beirut,

Beskinta, and Hasroun. 5

Viviane Doche, in her study of Lebanese-Americans in the Twin

Cities, has located the hometowns of those in Minneapolis as

Batrounm, south of Tripoli, Bijdarfel, Batroun, Jdabra, and other

neighbouring towns, and those in st. Paul emigrated from Toula-el

Jebbe, Aslout, Bane, Hadchit, Zghorta, and Bouhairet. 6

An anomaly to this appears with the Lebanese and Syrians in

Nova scotia, who have not been as carefully divided by hometown.

Authors Nancy and Joseph Jabbra, in voyaqeurs to a Rocky Shore,

have listed some fifty villages as the principle sources of Nova

scotian Lebanese and Syrians. A weakness in this discussion is

that they hardly attempt to distinguish the number emigrating from

each village, its predominant religion, or the time period during

which migration took place. 7 They do, however, offer as an example

of "chain migration in action," the case of an Orthodox extended

family, the Khalils, all of whom came from the village of Beit ad

Dib in the Akkar region of northern Lebanon, which seem to

emphasize the point of this section. 8

The Lebanese of Mexico and Central America have been carefully
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studied both in terms of the original hometowns and the family

names or kinship as seen above. While some villages account for

over a hundred families in Mexico (namely Beirut, Beit Mellet,

Bqaa'Kafra, Deir El Ahhmar, Gunie, Qarttaba, Tannurin, Tripoli, and

Zgharta), the Central American countries demonstrate more clearly

the pattern of chain migration. For example half of the Lebanese

families in each of the Republics of Costa Rica and Guatemala, come

from the village of Hhassrun, i.e. 182 families from a village of

5 000 inhabitants. What is even more revealing is the small number

of family names (about 250) found in total for aIl 6241 families

in Mexico and central America. 9

Two authors writing around the turn of the century noted the

extreme localization of originating villages of these immigrants.

First, Darwin Bengough writing in Harper's Weekly about the New

York Lebanese-syrian community in 1895 recognized that "The Mount

of Lebanon and the coast of Syria are the localities from which,

as a rul.. , they have emigrated" .10 Then in 1903, Norman Duncan

noted in Harper's Monthly Magazine that there were 5000 Syrians in

New York 1 s "parent colony" - chiefly from Beirut and Damascus. Il

An important point should be made concerning the destination

of this emigrating groups. lt seemed to matter little where the

destination was located. hhat took precedence was that a specifie

group from a specifie hometown travelled to the same destination
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as members of their religion and family. As the repetition of

certain village names indicates, immigration history is a

continental phenomena: to immigrants, borders and even continents

were secondary, except that immigrants wanted to go to 'Amrika'.

"Going to 'Amrika' came to mean the United states as weIl as

canada, South and Central America, and Australia where, whether

through the deceit of steamship agents and brokers or by the

emigrants' choice, communities of Syrians developed their own

magnetic attraction. ,,12

To emphasize this last point, a very clear pattern of chain

migration can be observed between specifie villages in Lebanon and

4r~ specifie cities and towns in Quebec and Ontario. A clear pattern

can also be drawn between specifie towns in Lebanon and specifie

family names, thereby indicating that certain families migrated

over a period of time to particular cities in Canada based on chain

migrat:.ion.

MONTREAL

(

The Montreal experience can easily be used as an example for

this point. The Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox families who immigrated

to Montreal between the late 1890s and the Great Depression came

primarily from Rashaya and the surrounding villages of Ain Hircha,

Chebaa, Rashaya el Foukhar, and Kfar Mechki, as weIl as Damas and
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Zahle.(See Appendix D - Map of Lebanon) According to the process

of chain migration, one of the first emigrants from Rashaya or a

neighbouring village must have come to Montreal either directly or

more likely via the United states. He would have established a

business and felt secure enough to write home and ask a brother,

cousin, or other member of his extended family to join him. Soon

most of the family, along with their spouses, children, extended

family and their friends, would join them until the village would

be transplanted much along the same lines as described by Robert

ostergren regarding another immigrant group in the united states. 13

Interestingly each study of the Lebanese-syrian in various cities

around the world involves different family names and different

towns and villages in Lebanon and syria.

Most of the Lebanese in Charlottetown can
trace their ancestry to just a few villages,
and almost all of them are related to other
members of the group here. Indeed, the
majority of Island Lebanese came from one or
the other of two villages in southern Lebanon:
Kfeir, in the province of Hasbaya; or Deir
Mimas, ,just a1!ew miles away, in the province
of MarJayoun.

This pattern of chain migration from a few villages is found in

every study of this group no matter what part of the world.

Over three-quarters of the more than 45,000
Lebanese in Australia, as the result of strong
village chain migrations, have settled in
metropolitan Sydney where many have formed
separate religious and village clusters based
strongly on kin ties, gther than any one
Lebanese ethnic quarter.
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Hometown Endogamy

Based on the theories of the relative importance of family

and kinship described in earlier sections of this study, it stands

to reason that given the importance of hometown to these immigrants

they may have similarly encouraged marriages based on hometown

ties.

Anthropological studies of this practice in the Middle East

have stressed the tradition of village endogamy. In his

discussions of the old country of Lebanon & Syria, John Gulick

examined the village of Munsif and discovered that "No one is

f remembered to have married outside the village .•. before about one
'~

hundred years ago.,,16 "Data on marriages contracted between 1860

and 1900 indicate that the present patterns in intra-village

rnarriage were in operation in full force from the beginning of that

period, and presumably before it.,,17 The sarne pattern has been

witnessed in immigrant Lebanese-Syrian communities. "Lebanese

almost always marry within their own community, and, usually,

within their own religion.,,18

In testing this theory among the 715 rnarriages that were

recorded in st. Nicholas and st. George Churches in Montreal

between 1905 and 1950, 89 were between people of the same hometown

{ origin or some 12.4% of the total. 187 of the 715 marriages listed

the groom's and/or bride's hornetown in Lebanon and Syria. 48% of
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those immigrants married people from the same hometown. (See

Appendix E - Marriage Registers Listing Same Groom and Bride

Hometown) Therefore finding a prospective partner from the

hometown was a significant factor to be taken into consideration

when choosing one's mate. This fact is not surprising when one

considers it in light of the strong pattern of chain migration

within this community and the importance of religion, family and

hometown. The combination of these factors perpetuated an inbred

community. It was only once acculturation of the second and third

generations began to take place that exogamous marriages were

recorded, and that the close knit community started to dissipate.

SUMMARY

To recapitulate, the three dominant pillars of the Lebanese

syrian Orthodox community are religion, family and hometown. Each

was a vital aspect of the make-up of these immigrant communities

wherever in the world they settled. liA Syrian is born to his

religion, just as an American is born to his nationality. In fact,

his church takes the place of the state for him. II19

Religion, family and hometown act as reference points for the

immigrant in his new world.

The typical Middle Easterne' sees his family
as an extension of himself, and his religious
grouping becomes the demarc.tion point between
himself (family) and the world outsider The
members of one's family are almost always of
the same faith and tradition, and consequently
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A people organized
religion and village
values in relation to

socially around
express mos~l of

family life.

their
their

Unanimity exists with regards to which is the most important of

the three, i.e. kinship. "Family ties were important and

(

functional, the extended family being the basis on which the social

organization, social control and the economy were founded. ,,22

David Weale's comment on the immigration of Lebanese-syrians to PEI

is valid for or inherent in every study of this immigrant group.

The family or kinship group is an esteemed
institution in Lebanon, and family loyalty
supersedes loyalty to the state or the group.
Family being such a dominant force in their
lives, it is perhaps not surprising that the
Lebanese should have emigrated, not just as
individuals'2fnd not as an ethnie group, but
as families.

The dominant institution for retaining culture in the new world

for these immigrants, just as it was in the old world, was the

church.

The church 1 s importance in the old country
made religion the primary and most significant
institution established by the immigrants in
America. As a means of comfort in the
anonymity of their new urban environment, the
church continued its traditional role of
providing support for the insecure immigrant.
However, the immigrant church was an
instrument, not only of preservation but of
adaptation as well. Inevitably the change in
environment meant that the churches w)uld be
transformed even while they were still being
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transplanted. 24

In the following chapter, the;,se study of the Montreal

community will be examined further using information derived from

the marriage registers of st. Nicholas and st. George Orthodox

Churches from 1905-1950. Through the use primarily of this source,

a composite of this community will be developed.
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MONTREAL: A CASE STUDY

The next section will attempt to show, through the use of the

marriage registers of the two ethno-religious churches, the

movement of Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox immigrants to Montreal and

how that particular community took hold and flourished. Push/pull

factors, Canadian immigration policy and more will be examined to

set the stage for an overview of the Montreal community, primarily

based on information drawn from the marriage registers of the two

Lebanese-syrian Orthodox churches.

EMIGRATION

Despite the fact that emigration from their homeland was

illegal, Lebanese-syrian Christians began to arrive in substantial

numbers in Canada at the turn of the century. The conventional

reasons offered for the emigration of the "greatest travellers in

the Arab world"l have been largely unsatisfactory. Historians have

tended to adopt blindly the explanation of Professor P. Hitti and

this perhaps has produced a serious distortion in the immigration

history of this ethno-religious group. Hitti argued that "while

causes, ••. it cannot

Syrian emigration is attributable primarily to economic

be wholly explained on that ground. The

movement is the resultant of a combination of political and
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religious forces as well.,,2 He cites the "desire of the Syrian to

live free and Unhampered from political restraints" associated with

"four long centuries of oppression.,,3

Other authors have provided other opinions. Fuad 1. Khuri

acknowledges the same feeling among orthodox, that "the Muslim

majority whose nationalism" was "gaining momentum in the Middle

East" was a factor that favoured emigration. 4 However after

examining the literature, including accounts written by emigrants

themselves, Professor Najib E. Saliba contends that, "on the who:i.e,

religious persecution was a supplementary rather than a primary

factor in emigration."S

Professor B. Abu-Laban, in his book on the Arabs in Canada,

has identified three "push" factors. 6 They were religious and

political oppression, a rapid process of Westernization under the

French Mandate, and finally, poor economic conditions. 7

An on-going re-evaluation of these factors by Dr. N. Salem,

formerly of the Institut québécois de recherche sur la culture,

has seen an emphasis of certain points, a de-emphasis of others,

and still the rejection of others. Political and religious

persecutions, usually associated with the massacres of the 1860s,

have proven to be unsatisfactory reasons for the emigration, given

the twenty year period between these events and the recognized

beginning of the exodus. The Westernization process encouraged
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emigration by providing positive informati~n to the people about

the West. However it also fostered animosity towards, and distrust

of, these new rulers.

Not unlike Canada, "the ottoman Empire was a classic example

of a developing country in which raw materials were exported and

finished materials imported.,,8 As few could be employed under the

economic conditions that existed, the exodus, caused partially by

population pressure, was accelerated. "The changing forces and

eventual collapse of the Lebanese silk industry dispelled any

illusion that prosperity couId be achieved in the rural districts

of the homeland.,,9 The silk and agricultural industries declined,

l. and an increasing population forced sons off the land. A study of

emigration from a Greek Orthodox village in northern Lebanon

concluded that population pressure coupled with "the lure of cash"

in America were the prime factors encouraging emigration. lO

Alixa Naff's explanation of the factors that encouraged

migration from Lebanon and syria to North America is based on an

understanding of the immigrants' culture and interview of syrian-

born immigrants.

Syrian Christians, emigrating from an area in
which religion was the most meaningful basis
of group identity and where religion and
politics were hardly separable, would be
expected to cite persecution as a motive for
emigration when interviewed. Yet, none of the
syrian-born informants of any Christian sect,
including those from Mount Lebanon, mentioned
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persecU'~ion and, ~hen l fressed, regarded the
suggest~on as amus~ng.··

Persecution, so often described by historians as a motivating

factor, in this case referred to the 1860 massacres by members of

the Druze community of Christians in Hasbaya and Rashaya, a

massacre of some 1800 people. It would seem that the immigrants

that Naff interviewed were likely not from this area.

The iilajority of immigrants to Montreal originated from Rashaya

and the neighbouring villages. As such, these immigrants were

likely affected by the massacres to a greater degree than

immigrants from the North of the country.

Montreal's st. Nicholas parish recalled that

Father Zarbatany of

syrian Christians were, therefore, living
under the shadow of oppression, with the
massacre of the 60s [1860s] still fresh in the
memories, never knowing what fatal surprises
the morrow held for them, and constantly
discriminated against in their contacts with
constituted authority. In view of aIl this
and of their natural bent towards trade, and
fondness for travel, is it to be wondered at
that they should finally have found in
emigration to America 'the Land of Freeï~m',

relief from aIl their fears and worries?

Precise reasons for villagers' emigration must be weighed

separately. Two examples illustrate this point. While

religiously-motivated attacks on Christian villages contributed to

the large exodus of Christians from Southern "Lebanon", the failure
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of the silk industry tended to affect people from the Mount Lebanon

section more than other regions. Factors outlined by historians 

namely political, religious and economic oppression, population

pressure and crop failure - all contributed in varying degrees to

the emigration exodus. However in each hometown and for each

religious group, the degree of importance of each factor differed.

On the other hand, the factors that seemed to pull immigration

to canada seemed far simpler. They were primarily based on the

perception of Canada "as a land 0f freedom and economic

opportunities" that had been transmitted by British missionaries,

returning immigrants, statements by agents from the various

steamship lines, and perhaps the most important detail, remittances

and letters from relatives abroad. 13

The exact number of immigrants who left Lebanon and Syria and

arrived in Canada is difficult to ascertain exactly. No

comprehensive or accurate census had been done in "Syrian until

1932. Coupled with this problem, emigration was illegal and so

emigration statistics were not kept.

Canadian government statistics have come under much criticism

for poor categorization of ethnie and religious groups (especially

of the Jews) and there too often appears to have been faulty

{ estimation of the actual number of immigrants entering Canada. A

number of Lebanese-Syrian immigrants entered and/or left Canada
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Due to a far more

strict enforcement of U.S. laws that barred immigrants with the eye

condition trachoma, "the smuggling of unfit persons by way of

Canada, through certain lake cities, is believed to have been a

profitable industry.,,14 The Canadian statistics are therefore not

complete. However they remain the only viable statistics with

which to work.

According to the Report of the Royal Commission on

Bilingualism and Biculturalism, the number of "Syrian" immigrants

who arrived annually (which included the Lebanese until 1955) was

anywhe~e from about two hundred to a thousand, with the exception

of the years around the First World War and the Depression of the

1930s. 15 (See Appendix F - Syrian Immigrants to Canada, 1900-1965)

If the ten year period of 1955-65 is any indi' '.tion, the vast

majority (70-90%) of these "Syrian" immigrants were from Lebanon;

hence the use in this study of the term Lehanese-syrian.

A religious breakdown of the arriving group seems appropriate

to the context of this study. Of the syrian-Lebanese who

immigrated to Canada between the 1880s and the Second World War

(WWII) , the vast majority were Christians of the Orthodox, Melkite

and Maronite religious groupings. As the majority of these

immigrants were Christians and over a third of them Orthodox, the

annuai number of Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox arrivaIs can be estimated

at about seventy-five to three hundred and fifty immigrants per

annum, most of them settl.ing in Montreal, the centre for this
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ethno-religious group in Canada. In 1906, a Lebanese traveller

passing through Montreal on his way to the United statas noted in

his journal that at least half of the Lebanese-syrian immigrants

were Greek Orthodox, the remainder (about 500 he estimated) were

Maronites and Greek Catholics (Melkites).16

Immigration historians have tended to categorize immigrants

as having arrived in waves. The immigrants being described in this

study prior to World War II are viewed as a homogeneous group.

Many studies of this group have divided the Lebanese-Syrian

immigration into three distinct waves with the World War l and the

Great Dep,>?ssion of the 1930s as the dividing lines. Taking into
•
1 account these breaks, immigration to Montreal did not entirely stop

during World "".r l and the Depression. Although numbers dropped

off markedly, ilillnigrants continued to arrive from the united states

and South America.

The importance of religion, hometown and family to these first

immigrants separates them from those that arrived after World War

II. Immigrants and the second generation born in Canada, helped

provide consistencies when it came to the three pillars of their

culture. The arrivaI of more immigrants after World War II

r.

coincided with the coming of age of a third generation of Lebanese

Syrian Orthodox Canadians who had by then assimilated into Canadian

life and share little in common with either their grandparents or

newly-arrived immigrants. The church, as the central institution
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in this community, has decreased in importance, and the values once

held so highly both in the original hometown and the transplanted

Montreal community has ceased to direct these people.
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CANADIAN IMMIGRATION POLICY

The year 1896 marks the beginning of a new period in Canadian

history. In that year, Canada elected a Liberal government under

Wilfrid Laurier' s leadership. On the horizon was the hope that the

twentieth century would belong to Canada. Accompanying this change

in government was renewed economic prosperity after twenty-five

years of recession. The ethnic make-up of Canada towards the close

of the century was approximately 57% British (English, Irish and

scottish), 30% French, 2.5% Indian and Eskimo, and 10% 'other' (six

of this 10% being German).

Prime Minister Laurier appointed to the Ministry of the

Interior a very capable man who would look after immigration and

settlement, Clifford sifton. Government immigration policy prior

to 1896 had been largely unsuccessful, with a net emigration of

new arrivaIs and canadians flocking to the united states. Sifton's

mandate ',as to evaluate the reasons for, and reverse, this trend.

When sifton announced his open-immigration policy, he had a

specific type of immigrant in mind. Canada needed the

stalwart peasant in a sheep-skin coat born on
the soil, whose forefathers have been farmers
for ten generations'lrith a stout wife and a
half-dozen children.

Canada did receive this type of immigrant, as well as less
,(
.~ desirable types, at least from the government's perspective, those
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whom Stephen Leacock wittingly termed

mere herds of the proletariat of Europe, the
lowest classes of industrial society, without
home and work, fit objects indeed for
philanthropie pity, but indifferent material
from w~ch to bu;_ld the commonwealth of the
future.

To sifton, would-be city dwellers such as poor English and Irish,

Blacks, Italians, Jew, Arabs, and Orientals were undesirable as

immigrants because they would only add to the already competitive

urban work force.

sifton's "openness" was not without opposition. For example,

public sentiment in British Columbia was strongly against further

Chinese immigration to Canada. To appease the British Columbians,

in 1900 sifton raised the head tax on every Chinese immigrant to

Canada to $100 from the $50 tax that had been imposed in 1885

(conveniently the same year that the CPR, on which many of these

immigrants worked, was completed). By 1903, this tax was further

increased to $500.

In 1905 sifton resigned his ministry, due to political

pressures caused by his immigration policy, as well as other

matters, and Frank Oliver took over. Oliver was not a broadminded

as sifton and had been critical of sifton for his failure to

discriminate. The first piece of legislation that Oliver

introduced was "An Act respecting and restricting Chinese

Immigration" (1906) ~Jhich affirmed matters regarding head tax and
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mode of entry. In 1908 in order to appease British Columbians'

fears of a "mongrelized nation," an order-in-council was passed to

the effect that aIl immigrants must enter Canada by means of "a

continuous jourr.ey and on through tickets." Japanese who

heretofore had enjoyed ease of passage via Hawaii now found that

route out of bounds. In 1910, a new Immigration Act was passed

which permitted the Governor General-in-Council to bar entry of

immigrants of any race, class, occupation, or character deemed

unsuited to the country. The continuous journey clause which was

also contained in the 1910 Immigration Act, meant, in practice,

that East Indians for one were being excluded since there was no

direct steamship line between India and Canada. A matter which

(" would have ugly repercussions in 1914 was the Komagata Maru

incident. 19

Although the original intention of these discriminating laws

was to keep out Japanese, Chinese, and East Indians, it was

extended to the Lebanese-Syrian. The 1908 Order-in-Council

requiring immigrants to tl'~-"/el to Canada by continuous journey

could have been applied as weIl to the Lebanese-Syrians since there

was no direct steamship route. In the past the majority of these

immigrants had travelled via Marseilles, France. However, it is

not known how stringently enforced this 1908 edict was on this

group, and indeed, it appeared that this did not have as great an

( effect on Lebanese-Syrian immigration.
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A stiff requirement that Asian, other than Japanese and

Chinese, immigrants must possess $200 when landing in Canada was

imposed by Order-in-Council, P.C. 926. Although the order was

.~

-

aimed at immigrants from India, the Superintendent of Immigration

in ottawa, W.D. Scott, interpreted it to include Lebanese-Syrians

as well. Scott deemed Lebanese-syrians to be an undesirable class

of immigrants and Lebanese-Syrians peddlers to be "more of a

nuisance than anything else to the residents of canada.,,20

"It cannot be denied that many of the syrians
who have come to this country have been
successful from a financial point of view.
Montreal especially furnishes many examples of
Syrian merchants who have made large amounts
of money not only in their regular capacity as
traders but also as dealers in real estate.
There is, however, a higher standard of
citizenship than the mere ability to acquire
dollars and cents, and it is in that broader
sense, viz., lack of desire to assimilate,
that the Syrians are looked upon by the
Department as undesirable immigrants. A large
number of Syrians who came to this co·ùntry
also suffer from trachoma and other eye
diseases. Generally speaking, syrians are
city dwellers confining their attention
largely to peddling or, when their financial
position justifies, opening up store 2yr the
sale of goods of Eastern manufacture."

Responding in a letter to the Honourable Dr. Roche on the eve of

receiving a delegation of Lebanese-Syrians from Montreal,

superintendent Scott wrote on January 16, 1913 that

"The delegation will no doubt represent to you
that P.C. 926 was promulgated solely for the
purpose of debarring the entry of Hindoos.
Such an assertion upon their part, if made,
will not be in accordance with the facts of
the case. Primarily it was the large influx
of Hindoos which directed the attention of the
then Government to the question of Asiatic
immigration, and when the question was under



-i
'", .

86

consideration it was felt that with the
possible exception of Russia in Asia that ,
continent did not supply to this country a
class of people who would become assimilated
and form true Canadians in the best and widest
meaning of the term. The regulation above
referred to was, therefore, intentionally
drafted so that it would include not only the
Hindoos but ~2s0 Arabians, Turks, Syrians, and
Persians .•. "

His statement reveals three results of this legislation, two

of which had a direct impact on the Lebanese-Syrian cOl1munity in

Montreal. First, by enforcing the legislation on aIl Asians, the

Canadian government avoided the tOllchy issue of explicit

discriminatiJn against East Indians who were British subjects, and

therefore had freedom of passage throughout the British Empire,

including Canada. Second, the government used the xenophobia of

British Columbians, which prompted the legislation, to restrict

immigration of other groups they, and presumably certain other

canadians, deemed undesirable. Finally, the Lebanese-Syrian of

Montreal, where the lë.rgest concentration of these immigrants were

centred, reacted negatively to this legislation and felt that they

were financially successful and therefore 'good Canadians'.

This was not to say that Canada stood alonc in this

discriminatory reaction. Nativism and discrimination reared their

ugly heads in other parts of the world wher'" Lebanese-Syrian

immigrants settled as weIl. In Aust::alia, the volume of Lebanese

Syrian migration was restricted by the 1901 immigration act until
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As a result of this 1901 act, the

number of Lebanese in the inner suburbs remained the same in 1933

as in 1901. 23

In Sierra Leone, animosity against the Lebanese-Syrian

manifested itself in events of 1914 and 1919. When the Turkish

Empire in November 1914 joined Germany and Austria in declaring

war on Britain and France, Lebanese-Syrians in Sierra Leone became

subjects of a hostile state as they were Turkish citizens and were

subject to internment. Despite the hostility of natives, the

Governor decided not to intern the Lebanese-Syrians as he believed

them to be anti-Turkish because they had fled Turkish rule. The
<,'~'.

bitterness of natives returned in 1919 when riots directed against

Lebanese-Syrian traders exploded and Lebanese-syrian shops were

stoned, doors battered down, stocks looted, and one Lebanese-Syrian

killed. "As the Police were unable to control the rioters the

Government decided to place the Lebanese under protective custody

in the Town Hall and two smaller building. For eight weeks they

had to stay there in enforced idleness, considering and discussing

their plight. ,,24

In the united States, Alabama's Congressman Burnett announced

upon returning from an immigration fact-finding mission in Europe

in 1907, "1 regard the Syrian and peoples from other parts of Asia

..... Minor as the most undesirable. ,,25 His visit prompted him to

introduce a bill "To further regulate the exclusion of undesirable
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aliens from admission into the united States," which required

immigrants to pass an English literacy test. Knowing that the

Lebanese-syrian immigrants were largely illiterate, Burnett hoped

to keep out the undesirables. Similar sentiments were expressed

by J.D. Goss in his 1920 campaign "For Coroner, Vote for J.D. Goss,

'''The white Man's Candidate. ", It went on, "They have disqualified

the negro, an American citizen, from voting in the white primary.

The Greek and Syrian should also be disqualified. l DON'T WANT

THEIR VOTES. If l can't be elected by white men, l don't want the

office.,,26

(' Despite restrictive immigration laws and xenophobic reactions

by natives, Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox managed to establish

communities in their new world homes. They quickly learned that

the streets were not paved with gold and they wouId have to

struggle to earn financial rewards to which they aspired.

Discrimination by the government continued in the new world as it

had in the old. No longer ruled by their religious leaders as

under the millet system of the Ottomans, Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox

quickly formed churches as a means of safeguarding their culture

and rituals. Marrying fellow villagers and kinsmen in their own

church as they would in their hometown, the Lebanese-Syrian

Orthodox slowed the process of acculturation into Canadian life.

The marriage registers of st. George and st. Nicholas Orthodox
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Churches of Montreal reveal much more than the' importance of

religion, family and hometown to the Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox in

Montreal. The registers gauge al the eventual acculturation of

these immigrants through exogamous marriages; bl the importance of

Montreal as a centre to a larger community of Lebanese-syrian

Orthodox; cl the role of these Arab Orthodcx churches to other

ethnic Orthodox groups in Montreal; dl the move of the Lebanese

Syrian Orthodox neighbourhood over time; and el the occupational

pattern and progression of Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox workers in the

Canadian work force. The following section will examine these and

other factors and as such depict the Lebanese-SYJ:ian Orthodox

community in Montreal.

-
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ENDOGAMY/EXOGAMY

The vast majority of brides and grooms were from Montreal,

and others were from other Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox communities in

North America. This does not mean that family and village

loyalties were discontinued. On the contrary, a number of

marriages were contracted between people from the same original

parents' hometown, this suggests that many of these marriages were

arranged. However because more and more marriages were between

native Montrealers of Lebanese-Syrian ethnie background, arranged

marriages were harder to verify, and perhaps were less likely: a

number of social functions, organized by the churches, introduced

4[~ young people of Lebanese-Syrian origin to each other.

Of the 715 recorded marriages, 605 were ethno-religicusly

endogamous, 84.6%. (See Appendix G - Marriage Registers Listing

Ethnie Exogamous Marriages) Of the remaining 110 marriages, 83%

of the brides were non-Arab, as compared to 87% of the grooms.

"Wives are expected to follow the religion of their husbands.,,27

The vast majority of exogamous marriages occurred during the Second

World War and the five years following it. The sudden increase may

have been due to the breaking down of barriers during the war as

people lived under intense pressure. However, more likely, the

second and third generations of this ethnie group had begun to

assimilate and inter-ethnie marriages are manifestations of this.

Those exogamous marriages that did take place involved a variety
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of ethnie groups, e.g. French, Italian, Irish, Bukovynian, and

English (many of whom would have been Catholic, which shares much

with the Orthodox faith).

Anlong these seventy two marriages, nineteen were between

people who resided in different cities, leading one to believe that

many were arranged. One such case involved my mother's aunt whose

marriage was in fact arranged by relatives, also from Rashaya,

encouraging the maintenance of both hometown and kinship ties.

Another eleven of these seventy two marriages took place between

people whose Montreal addresses were exactly the same, usually that

of the bride's parents. An explanation for this "coincidence" may

be that the groom was a recent immigrant W!IO boarded with the

family, and/or he was brought over from the 'old country' fer the

purpose of marrying the daughter.
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MONTREAL SERVES

For most of the period under study, the two churches, St.

Nicholas and st. George, served a wider community of Lebanese

Syrian Orthodox; one which included not only Montreal, but also

southeastern ontario and the whole of Quebec. Frequently marriages

between people, neither of whom resided in Montreal, were recorded

in the registers. In some cases the priest travelled to the cities

and towns in Quebec and ontario, and in other cases the wedding

party travelled to Montreal for the ceremony. (See Appendix H 

Marriage Registers Listing Locations of Marriages Performed outside

Montreal)

Father Michael Zarbatany travelled consistently to Ottawa to

marry and otherwise serve the faithful, who despite having a

church, st. Elijah, had no permanent priest. (See Appendix l 

List of Services Performed in st. George and st. Nicholas Churches,

1905-1950) Other, smaller settlements of Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox

can be traced along old peddling routes, the proximity of towns

being within fifty miles of each other.

Of the 715 marriages recorded in the two Montreal churches

over this forty-five year period, over one hundred and sixtY grooms

and one hundred brides resided outside of Montreal. Many came from

other Quebec cities, and from Ontario, Nova Scotia, and Prince

Edward Island; others still were from the united States.
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The churches also served other immigrant groups who had not

yet establ ished their own respectiva churches. The marriage

(
.

>

registers of st. Nicholas and st. George Orthodox churches include

marriages of Greek and Ukrainian (then known as Bukovynian and

Galician) Orthodox. These non-Arab marriages, performed sometimes

by Arab priests and other times by Greek or Ukrainian priests,

ceased to be recorded when these ethnie groups founded their own

Orthodox churches; the Greeks in 1925 with Holy Trinity Church; and

the Ukrainians in 1931 with ste. Sophie Church.

ETHNIC NEIGHBOURHOOD

The early immigrants to Montreal settled in and around Old

Montreal where they later obtained the buildings that housed their

first churches; st. George at 290 vitre street East, and st.

Nicholas, at 454 Notre Dame Street East. As weIl, the registers

showed that over the forty-five year period of this study, the

churches did not always have a house of worship. After fire gutted

st. Nicholas, services were performed in the priest's hcme or in

that of some member of the wedding party.

of Montreal)

(See Appendix J - Map

(
The marriage registers of these two churches listed the
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addresses of the bride, groom, their parents, and/or some member

of the wedding party where the wedding took place. Based on these

addresses the move of the ethnie neighbourhood has been plotted.

According to the 1931 Census, the number of "Syrians" by racial

origin in Montreal was 2081. Of this total 1310 or 63% were from

the old and new neighbourhoods identified by the marriage registers

of the two churches. The old neighbourhood which was centred in

the district of Cremazie listed 224 Lebanese-Syrians. The most

populated Lebanese-Syrian districts of st. Denis, st. Edouard, and

Villeray held 1086 of these immigrants. 28

At the same time as the immigration doors were closing to new

immigrants (1930), the community's centre began to shift to the

Jean Talon and st. Denis area. As a glance at the map of Montreal

indicates, this move parallels the street car line. As the home

and jobs moved so too did the group's central institution, the

Church. st. George and st. Nicholas parishes built new church

structures in this area in the 1940s. These buildings presently

house the respective churches. 29
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OCCUPATIONS

A pattern of migration and settlement based on occupations

has been noted in the limited literature on this ethno-Leligious

group. Arriving in the last two decades of the 19th century, the

initial Lebanese-syrian Christians in North America were young

males who without a trade took up peddling as a means of putting

together a nest egg with which to return home. The image of

'Amrika' as a gold mine of opportunity was tarnished by the reality

of the situation in Montreal and in other North American cities. 30

On a continent being flooded with immigrants from aIl over the

world, these unskilled immigrants turned to peddling as they had

(: in other parts of the world where they settled. "Peddling, which

required no special training or permanent settlement in town or on

a farm, was attractive to the Syrian immigrants, most of whom did

not intend te remain in ArJerica permanently.,,31 Professor Morroe

Berger's description of the occupation of "America's Syrian

Cc,ununity" aptly fits Montreal's Lebanese-Syrian Orthodox

community. with little or no experience in an urban commercial

environment, peddling offered inexpensive employment to these

peasants. 32

John and Leatrice MacDonald' s theory of three waves of an

ethnie group's immigration based on occupational patterns fits the

(: trend witnessed in the Lebanese-Syrian Christian community in North

America. After the first wave of males began to return home with
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stories of potential earnings in 1 AInrika " other males, l''amely

family breadwinners, followed them. Although conditions were poor

and the Lebanese-Syrian peasants lived under less than ideal

conditions, opportunities seemed more abundant in Montreal than in

their hometowns, and sc the final group, families, were brought

over to settle permanently. Once a permanent community began to

form, the establishment of churches became an immediate goal.

It is this last wave of occupational migration that church

records document. The number of peddlers among the Lebanese-Syrian

Orthodox in Montreal is nearly impossible to ascertain . The

--
priests of the period rarely mentioned the groom's occupation, and

the Luvell city directory list few of the peddlers. 33 The city of

Montreal required foot and vehicle licences, but due to their high

fees many of the city's peddlers evaded authorities. 34 "It was

claimed in ~895, for example, that one expensive Montreal licence

served three pedlars: one took the receipt, another the badge, and

a third the licence itself. ,,35 Whether this claim has any validity

for this immigrant group remains debatable.

The occupations of grooms provided in the marriage registers

date back to ~9~5. Most however date from the ~940s. The

inconsistency of priests in recording occupations largely explains

the reason why this information is absent. A supplementary reason

may be the limited importance of one's occupation in comparison to

one's hometown which is frequently listed during the early
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period. 36

Before discussing the Montreal findings, a review of the

peddling stage based on other studies should be undertaken.

"The first immigrants, like their counterparts elsewhere, were

peddlers. Needing little c~pital or knowledge of English, they

(

began by tramping the count:ry roads carrying heavy packs on their

backs, selling dry goods in isolated rural areas. 37 John Benson

points out the bitter reality behind the decision of these

immigrants to peddle. It is not true that in Canada

"peddling came easily to ..• immigrants; [that]
even if they never tried it themselves they
came from the small villages and towns
where the itinerant salesman was common."
What drove European and Asian immigrants
into street selling was their poverty, the
discrimination which they faced, and their
desire to resist -- or at least

3
gontrol

-- the threat of acculturation.

And so began the peddling tradition. "No other immigrant

group, with the exception of the German Jews, so completely

identified with it. ,,39 Peddling helped these immigrants in at

least four ways. First, without a skill they were able to find

work. Second, without an abundance of or sometimes any capital,

they were able to acquire goods on consignment from former peddlers

turned wholesale merchants or suppliers. Third, the Lebanese-

Syrian Orthodox learned English and French very quickly through

{ daily contact with English and French Canadians. Fourth, to put
"\,. .

it in Dr. Shadid's words "1 saw a lot of America. And the more l
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saw of it the more l loved it. ,,40

The early Arab immigrant peddlers found Quebec
particularly attractive because, according to
our elder respondents, French Canadians were
seen as being kindlier, friendlier and less
likely to display feelings of superiority than
English Canadians. One respondent, relating
his experiences as a young Montreal peddler at
the beginning of this century, spoke for many
others like him when he reminisced:

"1 harbour nothing but gratitude and good
feeling towards the French Canadians. As a
young peddler l recall many instances when l
could not return home at the end of the day,
either because of long distance from home or
heavy snowfall. At that time, roads were not
cleared of the snow. l used to knock at the
door of the closest house and, by gesture, ask
for accommodation for the night. At that till'e
l knew neither French nor English. In every
case accommodation was gladly provided."

This positive feeling towards French
Canadians, together with Montreal's important
position as a port city and commercial centre,
may explain why the Arab community i~lQuebec

grew steadily in size and importance.

For a time, Montreal served as the main centre for peddlers

to replenish their stock. "As peddlers dispersed, Montreal was no

longer a convenient supply centre for aIl of them. ,,42 The Syrian

peddler was an institution in many areas of the country including

western settlements and Prince Edward Island where peddling was

referred to by Lebanese-Syrians as "goingto the country".43

As far back as the mid-ISSOs, Ameen Lutfi, a
Syrian wholesaler in Montreal, supplied
peddlers not only with gonds, but also with
accommodation in a rented house, often without
charge. Newcomers from Syria were given



99

accommodation while being initiated into the
trade. The arrangei'.rnt proved to be profitable
for aIl concerned.

As peddling was not a common occupation in their homeland, it

seem odd that so strong a pattern developed among the diverse

settlements of Lebanese-syrian Christians in North America. Alixa

Naff 's explains this seeming coincidence. As discussed in the

hometown chapter, most of the Montreal community originated from

the village of Rashaya and neighbouring hometowns.

The Rashayya (sic) people peddled from Fort
Wayne and roamed freely over Illinois,
Indiana, Ohio, and Michigan. Some crossed the
Mississippi River westward, and individuals
are known to have reached Denver and El Paso,
but the bulk, it would appear, made the Middle
West their home. They settled in such
communities as Spring Valley, Illinois; Terre
Haute, Indiana; Grand Rapids, Michigan;
Rochester, Pennsylvania; Manchester, New
Hampshire; and Canton, Akron, and Toledo,
Ohio. only in Fort Wayne, Spring Valley, and
Grand Rapids, however, did they colonize in
sufficient numbers to form the majority in
what might be called "Rashayya settlements."
The Rashayya people were weIl on their way to
developing a network comparable to that of Ayn
Arab when they became drawn to a mushrooming
settlement, not in the united states, but in
Canada. Since about 1882, a misrouted group
of Riyyashni (as they were called) purportedly
settled in Montreal, Quebec, and began to
attract townsmen from abroad and the United
states by 1900, outstripping other Rashayya
settlements in size. Initially, its growth
was due to the more lenient Canadian
immigration laws, but it also proved to be a
lucrative peddling area. Like New York,
Montreal was an important port city and,
similarly, it would become a major receiving
colony with numerous immigrant shops,
residences, restaurants, and a Syrian
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commercial center of manufacturers, importers,
and wholesalers. Riyyashni flocked there,
fanning out into nearby provinces as well as
into the American stream with relative ease.
Immigrants crossed the international border in
both directions, often illegally, all the
while maintaining communi1~tions between the
center and its satellites.

peddling and later commercial businesses were a way of life

for these immigrants and their families. Every member of the

extended family became involved in the business. The importance

of family meant that businesses would seldomly be started with

people who were not relations.

Most of the occupations listed in the Montreal church

registers were that of merchant. (See Appendix K - Marriage

Registers Listing occupations Held by Grooms) It is likely that

most of these merchants ware former peddlers. Whether or not they

were performing the same job is unclear, but likely some of the

merchants were storekeepers, others retailers, wholesalers, and

salesmen, and yet others traditional peddlers. other occupations

included clerk, cutter, (clothing) designer, inspector, manager,

manufacturer, restauranter, salesman, shipper, and tailor; most of

which relate to the textile industry which employed many of these

men from the twenties up and until this day. Numerous factories,

dating back to the forties, still operate in and around the group's

present ethnie neighbourhood.
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Although Many aspects of this section have shown the Montreal

con~unity to be close-knit and 'old country' in focus, it should

not be said that the community was anti-canadian. An important

demonstration of the acceptance of Canadian life by the Lebanese-

Syrian Orthodox was their involvemp.nt in the war efforts during

both world wars. Abu-Laban describes a celebrated case:

On the eve of and throughout World War I,
their patriotism was singularly towards
Canada. A celebrated exam~le of thiu was the
case of a syrian from Montreal, named Salim
Boosamra, who purchased a ring at an auction
for the Patriotic Fund, paying $1,000 for it.
The full story was carried on the front page
of the September 19, 1914, issue of the
Montreal Daily star. The report concluded by
stating that "Mr. Boosamra told how he had
come to Canada from Syria a poor mt~, and was
glad to be able to help the Fund."

In church publications for conference and events during the war

years, numerous advertisements by parishioners included photographs

and references to Lebanese-syrian Orthodox who had enlisted as

loyal Canadians to fight for King and country. The loyalty of

these immigrants to their new horr.eland demonstrates the beginnings

of their assimilation into Canadian life.
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A FINAL TROUGRT

This thesis has but begun the study of the Lebanese-Syrian

Orthodox immigrant community in Montreal. Through the successful

use of one, and up-to-now untouched, primary source, the marriage

registers of st. Nicholas and st. George Orthodox churches, several

elements of the community have been revealed for the first time

since its establishment. The significance of religion, family and

hometown to the first generations has demonstrated the cultural

ties that this group had to the relations, co-villages, and fellow

parishioners at home.

As the community has become more assimilated into Canadian

life in later generations, the decline in the importance of the

church has been witnessed. As one direct result the community has

begun to disperse from both its local, and Montreal environs.

However, during those formative years between 1905 and 1950, the

role of the church as the central institution for this community

could not be denied. The power of the hometown was enormous upon

the new citizens. Finally, the ties of the family were stronger

that anything else to these immigrants. Truly, the Lebanese-syrian,

newly-arrived in Montreal during the early part of the twentieth

century owed much to the three pillars from home.
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APPENDIX B -

1892

early 1892

late 1892

CBRONOLOGY OF EVENTS IN HISTORY OF LEBANESE-SYRIAN
ORTRODOX CHURCH IN NORTH AMERICA

Syro-Arab Mission of Russian Orthodox Church
established

Father Constantine Tarazy of Damascus arrived
in New York on his own initiative, returns
later that year as the community was still too
small to support a permanent priest

Archimandrite Christopher Jabara arrived on
his own initiative but leaves in 1893 because
his religious opinions scandalized his
parishioners

1895

1895

1896

.~ 1898

.1....'r

1898

1899

1900

Syrian Orthodox Benevolent Society formed in
New York

First Syro-Arab church founded in Brooklyn,
New York - st. Nicholas

Clergyman Raphael Hawaweeny arrived in New
York

First Arabic service book issued in North
America

Montreal petitioned for a priest and
Archimandrite Hawaweeny appointed newly
arrived Father Ephrem Dibs

Archimandrite Hawaweeny received permission
from Bishop Tikhon (head of the American
diocese and later Patriarch of MOscow) to
raise money for a establish a cemetery and to
erect a church for the Syrian community in
Brooklyn

Father Ephrem Dibs resigns post in Montreal

Arab Orthodox
Brooklyn

1900 Largest
America
immigrants

Community in
approximately

North
3000

1901

Oct. 27, 1902

Nov. 1902

Archimandrite Meletios Karoum named to replace
Father Dibs in Montreal

st. Nicholas Cathedral consecrated in
Brooklyn, New York - now consiùered "Mother
Parish of the Archdiocese"

Father Mahfouz of Rashaya (where most of



Feb. 1, 1904

March 12, 1904

Montreal flock hailed) arrived in Montreal;
therefore Archimandrite Karoum accepted a
temporary appointment to New York

Auxiliary Bishopric of Brooklyn established
within the North American Diocese of the Syro
Arab Mission

Archimandrite Halaweeny (fir~t Orthodox bishop
consecrated in North America) named Bishop of
Brooklyn and Vicar to Archbishop Tikhon

1905 Bishop Hawaweeny founded
publication, "Al-Kalimat"

Archdiocese

May 10, 1905 syrian Orthodox Benevolent Society of Montreal
and Syrian Ladies Benevolent Society of
Montreal established

1905 st. George Church of
vitre Street East
factory

Montreal founded at 270
remodelled abandoned

Dec. 13, 1905

July 1906

Father Aftimios Ofiesh arrived in New York

Archmandrite Ofiesh appointed pastor of st.
George Church

1908 Layman Michael
first Arabic
Shehab"

Zarbatany of Montreal published
publication in Canada, "Al-

June 4, 1910

June 20, 1910

1914

Feb. 27, 1915

May 13, 1917

Nov. 17, 1917

Charters granted for a The Syrian Greek
Orthodox Church of Saint Nicholas of Canada
(st. Nicholas Church) and The Saint Nicholas
Syrian Greek Orthodox Church of Montreal (st.
George Church)

st. Nicholas syrian Orthodox Church
cornerstone ble~sed at 342 Notre Dame Street
East in Montreal

Metropolitan Germanos Shehadi arrived in North
America

Bishop Hawaweeny died (Metropolitan Shehadi
hoped to replace Bishop Hawaweeny)

Archimandrite Ofiesh consecrated Bishop of
Brooklyn to serve Syro-Arab Mission of Russian
Church, and Vicar to Russian Archbishop
Evdokim
Michael Zarbatany ordained priest of st.
Nicholas Church in Montreal



1918 Archdeacon Emmanuel Abo-Hatab
Archmandrite to fill vacancy in
to departure of Bishop Ofiesh

elevated to
Montreal due

Feb. 18, 1918

1919

1923

1924

1924

March 1924

April 4, 1924

Jan. 25, 1925

Metropolitan Shehadi incorporated his own
separate diocese "The Syrian Holy Orthodox
Greek Catholic Mission in North America" 
despite ordered to return to Lebanon, First
World War provided excuse to rem,iiin in North
America

Lebanese-Syrian Canadian Association formed in
Montreal

Bishop Ofiesh of Brooklyn raised to status of
Archbishop by Metropolitan Platon

Metropolitan Shehadi established over twenty
four parishes under his care loyal to
Patriarchate of Antioch

Bishop victor Abo-Assaly, representative of
Patriarch of Antioch, arrived and tried to
attract parishioners of Archbishop Ofiesh to
the Patriarchal See of Antioch

Patriarch Tikhon signs a statement printed in
Russian presses in America (presumably under
duress) accusing Metropolitan Platon of
counter-revolutionary acts against the Soviet
State (evidence of precarious relations with
the Mother Church in Russia who cannot provide
neither funds nor religious guidance to North
American Diocese)

Fourth All-P.merican Council convened to
discuss statement - reaffirmed Metropolitan
Platon's election in 1922 - resulted in non
Russian groups forming their own
ecclesiastical organization

Father Zarbatany of st. Nicholas Church,
Montreal elevated to Economos

Independent Syrian Antiochian jurisdiction
formed

Metropolitan
reconlIllends
independent

-
1925

1925

Platon of
Syro-Arab

church

Russian
Mission

Church
become

Feb. 2, 1927 Metropolitan Platon signed solemn act placing
Archbishop Ofiesh in charge of North American



sept. 11, 1927

May 26, 1928

1931

1931

1931-36

April 29, 1933

May 1933

April 20, 1934

April 1934

April 19, 1934

Nov. 19, 1935

April 19, 1936

April 19, 1936

Nov. 17, 1936

Sept. 29, 1940

Sept. 14, 1950

Orthodox churches

Archimandrite Abo-Hatab given title of Bishop
of Montreal and Vicar to Archbishop Ofiesh

Sophronius Bashira named Bishop of Los Angelas

Fire destroyed st. Nicholas Church in Montreal

Bishop Abo-Hatab of Montreal appointed by
Metropolitan Platon as the Bishop of Brooklyn
for the Syro-Arab Bishopric

Discussion held on possibility of merger
between st. Nicholas and st. George churches
in Montreal

Archbishop Ofiesh married a young Syrian girl
and was deposed by his followers (remained in
virtual isolation until death in 1971)

Biship Abo-Hatab died

Metropolitan Platon died

Metropolitan Shehadi (who returned to Beirut
in Nov. 1933) died

Archbishop Abo-Assaly died

Archimandrite Antony Bashir elected new leader
of Church in North America

Antony Bashir consecrated Metropolitan of New
York a~d AlI North America (st. George Church
of Montreal supported)

Samuel David, encouraged by many followers,
consecrated Metropolitan of Toledo and Its
Dependencies (st. Nicholas Church of Montreal
supported)

st. George Church of Montreal decided to build
church at corner of Jean Talon and Lajeunesse
- now geopraphic center of the community

st. George Orthodox Church inaugurated at 555
Jean Talon in Montreal

Corner-stone consecrated for present-day st.
Nicholas Orthodox Church at 80 de Castelnau
street East in Montreal



APPEHDXX C - CBAXN MXGRATXON OF LEBANESE-SYRIAN CHRXSTXANS

HOMETOWN IN LEBANESE-SYRIAN

Tyre

Bayt Shabab, Mt. Leb.

Tripoli

Bayno, north Leb.

Mizyara, north Leb.

Bsrma, Kafarakka,
Anfeh, Kfarhalda, &
Amioun (north Leb.)

Rahbe, north Leb.

Bishmizzeen, Minsif,
& Gharzooz

Kfeir & Deir Mimas

Hhassrun

Ein el Charra

Jbail

Aith-al-Fakhar

NOTES

(0) = Orthodox community

SETTLEMENT OF IMMIGRANT COMMUNITY

Dakar, senegal1

Bamako, Mali

ACl'ra, Ghana

Ouagadougou & Bouake, Ivory Coast
(0)

Lagos, Nigeria

Sydney, Australia (0)2

Sierra Leone (0)3

Deep south4

Prince Edward IslandS

Costa Rica6

Terre Haute, Indiana(0)7

Vicksburg, Mississippi (0)

Grand Rapids, Michigan (0)

1. Fuad I. Khuri, "Kinship, Emigration, and Trade partnership
Among the Lebanese of West Africa." Africa 35 (1965): 385.
Includes the hometown villages in Lebanese-syria that had
settlements in Senegal, Mali, Ghana, the Ivory Coast, and
Nigeria.

-- 2. Burnley, I.H. "Lebanese Migration and Settlement in Sydney,
Australia." International Miqration Review 16 (1982): 105.



( 3. Van Der Laan, H.L. Th& Lebanese Traders in sierra Leone. (The
Hague: Mouton & co., 1975): 237.

(:

4. Tannous, Afif I. "Acculturation of an Arab-Syrian community
in the Deep South." A!IIerican Socio10gica1 Review 8 (1943):
265.

5. Weale, David. A stream out of Lebanon: An introduction to
the coming of syrian/Lebanese Emigrants to prince Edward
Island. Island Studies Series, No. 1. (Charlottetown:
Institute of Island Studies, 1988): 8.

6. Sacre, Jacques Najm. Directorio Por Familias de Los
Descendientes Libaneses de Mexico Y Centroamerica. Mexico:
Centro de Difusion Cultural de la Mision Libanesa de Mexico,
1981: 441.

7. A tribute to the old church in the new wor1d. 31st Annual
Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese cf North America
convention. San Francisco: st. Nicholas Orthodox Church, 1976:
91, 125, 135 - respectively for the last three communities.
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APPENDIX F - SYRIAN IMMIGRANTS* TO CANADA, 1900-1965

YEAR SYRIANS YEAR SYRIANS

1900 464 1925 127
1901 1066 1926 221
1902 847 1927 101
1903 369 1928 41
1904 630 1929 55
1905 336 1930 67
1906 277 1931 15
1907 732 1932 20
1908 173 1933 13
1909 213 1934 13
'.910 98 1935 26
1911 146 1936 19
1912 208 1937 12
1913 299 1938 22
1914 94 1939 14
1915 6 1940 1
1916 2 1941 2
1917 10 1942
1918 1943 1
1919 9 1944 6
1920 395 1945 12
1921 153 1946 11

,.1' " 1922 88 1947 25.,
:i

1?23 235"" . 1948 31
1924 253 1949 72

1950 86
1951 208
1952 209
1953 190
1954 233

Number Percentages

Syrians Lebanese Syrians Lebanese

1955 95 206 32 68
1956 67 408 14 86
1957 76 348 18 82
1958 21 244 8 92
1959 49 279 15 85
1960 19 225 8 92
1961 36 200 15 85
1962 109 422 20 80
1963 80 579 12 88
1964 164 624 21 79

i 1965 227 748 23 77



Source. Report of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and
Biculturalism. 4 vols. ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1969.
vol. 4. Table A-1. Ethnie Origin <Jf Immigrants -
Canada, 1900-1965, pp. 238-244.

*Included those of Lebanese origin until 1955.
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APPENDIX 1 - LIST Ur ~tKVlt~ ~tKrUKMtu lN ST. 6tDRGE CHUKCH, 19Ub-19~U
ST. GEORGE ORTHODOX CHURCH OF MONTREAL, SERVICES 1906-1960

YEAR BAPTIsas MARRIAGES FUNERALS

1906 33 6 ( 2 ) 2
,~ 1907 39 7 10

1908 49 17 14
1909 43 5 ( 2 ) 12·
1910 33 10 11
1911 41 8 ( 7 ) 16
1912 64 8 13
1913 46 13 ( 2 ) 18
1914 64 8 22
1916 62 13 ( 1 ) 13
1916 57 20 16
1917 * 18 5 7
1918 44 4 ( 1 ) 16
1919 40 3 15
1920 53 10 ( 1 ) 16
1921 33 6 16
1922 50 9 9
1923 33 .7 6
1924 52 12 ï
1925 60 12 13
1926 49 10 13
1927 38 9 4
1928 39 12 10
1929 34 6 10
1930 20 6 Il

...,. 1932 17 1 6
1932 20 '5 4.'" 1933 13 4 9
1934 16 2 6
1935 15 2 16
1936 14 6 10
1937 9 4 6
1938 18 6 10
1939 18 13 4
1940 26 15 10
1941 22 5 16
1942 19 6 Il
1943 14 5 9
1944 20 6 14
1945 14 12 16
1946 ** 25 Il 17
1947 *** 25 27 12
1948 31 11 ( 1 ) 15
1949 24 15 18
1950 32 10 14

TOTAL 1455 391 522

AVERAGE 32.3 8.68 11.6

.....
* engagement ceremony was performed in this yearone

<Jo ** one annulment was granted in this year
u* one adoption was registered in this year



APPENDIX l - LIST Of SERVICES PERfORMED IN ST. NICHOLAS CHURCH, 1913-1950
~..
l

ST. NICHOLAS ORTHODOX CHURCH OF MONTREAL, SERVICES 1913-1950

YEAR BAPTISMS MARRIAGES FUNERALS E:-iGAGE:-lENTS

1913 46 (8 ) 5 ( 3 ) 3 a
1914 32 ( 14 ) 2 ( 6 ) Î a
1915 47 ( 21 ) 5 ( 3 ) 4 a
1916 26 ( 6 ) 2 1 a
1917 1 1 a a
1918 57 ( 3 ) 5 11 a
1919 26 4 11 a
1920 41 7 ( 1 ) 15 a
1921 36 5 .11 a
1922 62 ( 1 ) 6 11 2
1923 53 12 ( 1 ) 8 5
1924 34 ( 2 ) 6 6 4
1925 51 ( 1 ) 5 5 a
1926 59 5 ( 2 ) 5 1
1927 39 7 ( 11 ) 6 3
1928 53 8 ( 6 ) 8 7
1929 53 8 ( 1 ) 14 4
1930 52 la ( la) 9 2
1931 40 13 ( 2 ) 16 4

f 1932 43 8 8 2
1933 42 9 5 3
1934 47 7 7 3
1935 28 8 8 2
1936 29 7 ( 1 ) ~ 11 2
1937 21 2 11 0
1938 26 4 la a
1939 24 7 12 2
1940 38 Î 15 2
1941 32 7 la 1
19 12 35 14 12 2
1943 50 6 20 1
19-+4 29 11 17 a
1945 48 12 16 1
1946 36 23 17 0
1947 44 26 17 a
1948 35 20 9 a
1949 42 8 15 a
1950 33 ** 19 *** 25 a

TOTAL 1490 321 394 53

AVERAGE 39.2 8.44 10.3 1.3

If * one annulment was granted in this year
** one adoption was registered in this year

" ....
*** marriage was revalidated in thisone yea["
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First location of St. George
290 Vitre St. East

Present location of St. Nicholas
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APPENDIX K - MARRIAGE REGISTERS LISTING OCCUPATIONS HELD BY GROOMS·
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