

  Sovereigns of the St. Lawrence

  The Viceroys and Governors of New France, 1540–1763

  All rights reserved.



Sovereigns of the St. Lawrence
	Sovereigns of the St. Lawrence: The Viceroys and Governors of New France, 1540–1763	A History of Colonial Rule from the Age of Cartier to the Fall of Quebec
	Preface: The Office and the Wilderness


	Part One: The Age of Exploration and Failure (1540–1603)	Chapter 1 — Jean-François de la Rocque, Sieur de Roberval: The First Viceroy (1541–1543)


	Part Two: The Era of Trading Companies (1603–1627)	Chapter 2 — Pierre Dugua, Sieur de Mons: The Trade Monopolist (1603–1607)
	Chapter 3 — Samuel de Champlain: Father of New France (1608–1635)
	Chapter 4 — Charles Huault de Montmagny: The First True Governor (1636–1648)
	Chapter 5 — Louis d’Ailleboust de Coulonge: Governor in Crisis (1648–1651)
	Chapter 6 — Jean de Lauson: The Absentee Administrator (1651–1657)
	Chapter 7 — Pierre de Voyer d’Argenson: The Soldier Governor (1657–1661)
	Chapter 8 — Pierre Dubois Davaugour: The Governor Who Sparked a Transformation (1661–1663)


	Part Three: The Royal Province (1663–1702)	Chapter 9 — Augustin de Saffray de Mésy: The First Royal Governor (1663–1665)
	Chapter 10 — Daniel de Rémy de Courcelle: The Iroquois Wars and the Settlement Drive (1665–1672)
	Chapter 11 — Louis de Buade, Comte de Frontenac: The Fighting Governor (1672–1682 and 1689–1698)
	Chapter 12 — Louis-Hector de Callière: The Great Peace (1698–1703)


	Part Four: Queen Anne’s War and Consolidation (1703–1747)	Chapter 13 — Philippe de Rigaud, Marquis de Vaudreuil: The Long Peace-Keeper (1703–1725)
	Chapter 14 — Charles de la Boische, Marquis de Beauharnois: The Builder and the Border Wars (1726–1747)
	Chapter 15 — Roland-Michel Barrin de la Galissonière: The Strategic Thinker (1747–1749)
	Chapter 16 — Jacques-Pierre de Taffanel de la Jonquière: War and Corruption (1749–1752)
	Chapter 17 — Michel-Ange Duquesne de Menneville: The Fuse is Lit (1752–1755)


	Part Five: The Fall of New France (1755–1763)	Chapter 18 — Pierre de Rigaud, Marquis de Vaudreuil-Cavagnial: The Last Governor (1755–1760)


	Epilogue: What Was Lost and What Remained	Appendix: Chronological List of Governors and Viceroys of New France, 1541–1763
	A Note on Sources





  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




Sovereigns of the St. Lawrence: The Viceroys and Governors of New France, 1540–1763


A History of Colonial Rule from the Age of Cartier to the Fall of Quebec



For two centuries, men of ambition, piety, courage, and occasionally cupidity crossed the Atlantic to govern a colony that France could never quite decide how much it valued — until it was too late.





Preface: The Office and the Wilderness

In the spring of 1541, a French nobleman named Jean-François de la Rocque, Sieur de Roberval, sailed westward across the Atlantic with three ships, a mandate from his king, a band of French convicts pressed into colonial service, and the grand title of Lieutenant-General of New France. He had been appointed to build an empire on the banks of the St. Lawrence River. Within two years he was back in France, his colony in ruins, his fortune in tatters, and the wilderness of Canada unconcerned.

Roberval was the first, but far from the last, man to discover that governing New France was less an honour than an ordeal. The colony stretched across a continent that Europe was only beginning to comprehend. Its winters were savage, its supply lines thin, its Indigenous neighbours powerful and not always friendly, its English rivals persistent, and its mother country distracted, parsimonious, and frequently at war with the very nations whose shipping lanes fed it. To be appointed to rule New France was to stand between an indifferent court in Paris and an implacable wilderness, with inadequate men, insufficient funds, and contradictory instructions.

And yet the men who held the office — whether they bore the title of Lieutenant-General, Governor, or Governor-General — shaped the destiny of a continent. They built forts and founded cities. They forged alliances with nations whose names most French men and women could not pronounce. They sent explorers to the Gulf of Mexico, to the Rocky Mountains, to Hudson Bay. They buried priests and soldiers in soil that France had claimed but could barely hold. And in the end, one by one, they watched the empire they had tried to build slip away, consummated in the smoke of the Plains of Abraham in 1759 and the ink of the Treaty of Paris in 1763.

This book tells their stories — in order, and in context. For to understand the men who governed New France, one must also understand what was happening in France itself during their tenures: the religious wars, the rise of the Sun King, the grinding machinery of Bourbon imperialism, and the fatal decisions made in Versailles that ultimately handed a continent to Great Britain. Empire is never made in isolation. It is the product of choices made in courts and council chambers thousands of miles away, and the men on the ground — Champlain on the banks of the St. Lawrence, Frontenac in his Château Saint-Louis, Montcalm on the Plains of Abraham — paid for those choices with their careers, their health, and sometimes their lives.







Part One: The Age of Exploration and Failure (1540–1603)

Before New France could be governed, it had to be imagined. And before it could be imagined, it had to be found.


Chapter 1 — Jean-François de la Rocque, Sieur de Roberval: The First Viceroy (1541–1543)

Title: Lieutenant-General and Viceroy of New France Appointed by: King Francis I of France Tenure: January 15, 1541 – September 1543


The World He Came From

When Jean-François de la Rocque de Roberval received his royal commission in January 1541, France was at the height of the Italian Renaissance’s influence on its culture and at the height of its rivalry with the Habsburg Empire in its politics. King Francis I — who had hunted with Roberval on his Picardy estates and whom Roberval had served in the Italian campaigns — was one of the great Renaissance monarchs of Europe: a patron of Leonardo da Vinci, a builder of châteaux, and an aggressive expansionist who had no intention of allowing Spain and Portugal to divide the New World between themselves.

The Treaty of Tordesillas of 1494 had theoretically awarded all lands west of a line in the Atlantic to Spain and east to Portugal, but Francis I was famously dismissive of this arrangement. “I should very much like to see the clause in Adam’s will that excludes me from my share of the world,” he reportedly quipped. Jacques Cartier’s three voyages to the St. Lawrence between 1534 and 1542 had given France its primary claim to northeastern North America, but claiming was different from settling, and settling was different from governing.

France in 1541 was also a kingdom increasingly fissured by religion. The Protestant Reformation had taken hold among portions of the French nobility and merchant class, and Roberval himself was a Huguenot — a French Protestant — who had escaped execution in 1535 only through the personal intervention of the king. The commission Roberval received ostensibly directed him to spread the “Holy Catholic faith,” a task he was personally theologically opposed to. The contradiction was one of many that would define French colonialism in the New World.



The Commission and the Preparation

On January 15, 1541, Francis I signed the commission making Roberval his Lieutenant-General in the newly claimed territories of Canada, giving him authority over Jacques Cartier, who had already made two successful voyages of exploration. Roberval received a royal subsidy of 45,000 livres — substantial but far from sufficient for the enterprise he was being asked to undertake — and had to supplement his funds by the expedient of piracy, seizing English merchant ships in the Channel.

His expedition was to be a genuine colonization effort, not merely a trading or exploration voyage. The king authorised Roberval to empty the prisons of France to populate his colony, and records show at least fifteen convicted criminals were included among his settlers, charged with heavy labour in the new territory. Jacques Cartier was engaged as his chief navigator, though relations between the two men would prove fractious from the outset.

Cartier departed in May 1541 without Roberval, who was not ready. He sailed ahead with five ships and approximately 500 colonists, establishing a settlement at Cap-Rouge near what would later become Quebec City, which he named Charlesbourg-Royal. He spent a winter there, during which the local St. Lawrence Iroquoians — already alienated by Cartier’s earlier kidnapping of their chief Donnacona and several others, none of whom had returned — became increasingly hostile. By the spring of 1542, Cartier had abandoned the settlement and was heading home.



The Colony and Its Failure

The two expeditions met at St. John’s harbour in Newfoundland in June 1542. Against Roberval’s direct orders, Cartier turned his ships around in the night and sailed for France, leaving his nominal commander with an incomplete colony and no experienced guide. Roberval pressed on regardless, sailing up the St. Lawrence to Charlesbourg-Royal, which he renamed France-Roy. En route, he committed one of the most notorious acts of his tenure: he marooned his young relative, Marguerite de la Rocque, along with her lover, on a remote island off the Labrador coast — an episode scandalous enough to be retold by Queen Marguerite of Navarre in her Heptaméron. The lover, their servant, and the baby born to Marguerite all died. Marguerite herself survived for two years until rescued by Basque fishermen.

At France-Roy, Roberval attempted to establish genuine colonial governance. He was a strict disciplinarian — his regime included floggings, imprisonments, and at least one execution for crimes committed within the settlement. He sent two ships back to France for reinforcements. He attempted to find the legendary Kingdom of Saguenay, believed to be a land of fabulous mineral wealth somewhere in the interior. His boat was wrecked in the attempt. By the summer of 1543, with scurvy decimating his settlers and the Iroquoians growing ever more aggressive, Roberval abandoned the colony and sailed for France.

He brought back what he believed were gold and diamonds from the New World. They turned out to be iron pyrite and quartz crystal — “fool’s gold and fool’s diamonds,” as contemporaries would put it. His colonial enterprise had cost an enormous sum, produced nothing of value, and failed to plant a single permanent European settlement in Canada.



Legacy

Roberval’s failure set French colonialism in North America back by more than half a century. The experience seemed to confirm that the St. Lawrence valley was too cold, too harsh, and too distant to sustain European settlement. France turned its attention back to its European wars and rivalries. It would be 1603 before French ships returned to the St. Lawrence with genuine intent to settle.

Roberval himself spent his subsequent years as a privateer in the Caribbean, a superintendent of mines under Henry II, and a litigant in French courts trying to recover his shattered fortune. He was murdered in Paris in 1560, killed by unknown assailants as he left a Protestant religious meeting at night. His colony was gone. His fortune was gone. But his title — the first viceroy of New France — remained, and the template of the office he had held would be filled by men of greater patience, greater resources, and greater fortune for the next two centuries.








Part Two: The Era of Trading Companies (1603–1627)

After Roberval’s failure, France returned to New France not to colonise but to trade. For sixty years, the governance of Canada was largely a commercial enterprise, managed by monopoly companies and their agents.


Chapter 2 — Pierre Dugua, Sieur de Mons: The Trade Monopolist (1603–1607)

Title: Lieutenant-General of Acadia, Île de Canada, and Adjacent Territories Appointed by: King Henry IV Tenure: 1603–1607


France Under Henry IV

The France that sent Pierre Dugua de Mons to North America in 1604 was a kingdom recovering from catastrophic religious civil war. The Wars of Religion, which had torn France apart for nearly four decades, had ended — at least formally — with the Edict of Nantes in 1598, signed by the newly crowned Henry IV. Henry himself was a former Protestant who had converted to Catholicism to secure the throne (famously remarking that “Paris is well worth a Mass”), and his Edict granted French Protestants — the Huguenots — significant religious freedoms and political rights.

Henry IV was also an aggressively mercantilist monarch who understood that France’s rivals, England and the Dutch Republic, were rapidly building commercial empires across the globe. New France offered furs — specifically beaver pelts, which were in enormous demand in Europe for fashioning the felt hats that had become a continental obsession — and Henry was determined that this trade should enrich France rather than its competitors.

Pierre Dugua de Mons was himself a Huguenot, a soldier, and a courtier who had accompanied one of the earlier French expeditions to Canada. Henry IV appointed him Lieutenant-General with a monopoly on the fur trade from 40 to 46 degrees north latitude, in exchange for which Dugua was obligated to bring sixty colonists to New France annually.



The Acadian Enterprise

Dugua’s most significant achievement was the establishment of France’s first permanent European settlement in North America: Port-Royal in Acadia (present-day Nova Scotia), founded in 1605. Port-Royal was a genuine community — it had a garden, a mill, and a functioning order of governance — and it included among its members Samuel de Champlain, who served as Dugua’s mapmaker and explorer, and Jean de Biencourt de Poutrincourt, who would become one of Acadia’s founding figures.

The first winter was at Île Sainte-Croix (in what is now Maine), where scurvy killed thirty-five of the seventy-nine settlers. The survivors moved to Port-Royal the following spring, and the colony stabilized. Champlain explored the Atlantic coastline extensively during these years, producing maps of extraordinary accuracy for the time.

But Dugua’s monopoly was attacked from the moment it was granted. Rival merchants, primarily Norman and Breton traders who had been fishing and trading on the St. Lawrence for decades and resented the exclusion, lobbied furiously at court. In 1607, Henry IV revoked the monopoly under their pressure, and without it Dugua could not finance the colony. Port-Royal was abandoned and the settlers returned to France.



Significance

Dugua’s tenure established two patterns that would define French colonialism in North America for the following century. The first was the inseparability of the fur trade from colonial governance — the colony could not be maintained without the monopoly revenue, and the monopoly was always vulnerable to political challenge. The second was the importance of Indigenous alliances: it was during these years that Champlain first began developing the networks of Indigenous diplomacy and military partnership that would define French relations with First Nations for generations.






Chapter 3 — Samuel de Champlain: Father of New France (1608–1635)

Title: Governor of New France (effective administrator; officially Lieutenant) Appointed by: Cardinal Richelieu (formally); earlier under various company structures Tenure: 1608–1629 (first period); 1632–1635 (second period)


The Man Who Built New France

Samuel de Champlain was not a nobleman and therefore could never hold the formal title of governor. He was a commoner — probably born at Brouage on the Bay of Biscay around 1567 — who had risen through exceptional talent as a navigator, cartographer, soldier, and diplomat. Between 1603 and his death in 1635, he made at least twelve voyages to North America and effectively governed the colony of New France for nearly three decades, even when others held the nominal title above him.

No single figure did more to create the Canada that would endure. He founded Quebec City in 1608. He mapped the Great Lakes region and the Atlantic coastline with extraordinary precision. He forged the Indigenous alliances — with the Montagnais, the Algonquin, the Huron — that would underpin French power in North America for a century. And he wrote four books about his experiences that give us our most detailed picture of early New France and its peoples.



France at the Time of Champlain

The France in which Champlain operated was transformed dramatically during his tenure. When he first sailed to Canada in 1603, Henry IV was king and France was at peace, rebuilding after the religious wars. Henry’s





The Founding of Quebec and the Indigenous Alliances






The English Interlude and the Return






Legacy







Chapter 4 — Charles Huault de Montmagny: The First True Governor (1636–1648)











Chapter 5 — Louis d’Ailleboust de Coulonge: Governor in Crisis (1648–1651)










Chapter 6 — Jean de Lauson: The Absentee Administrator (1651–1657)









Chapter 7 — Pierre de Voyer d’Argenson: The Soldier Governor (1657–1661)








Chapter 8 — Pierre Dubois Davaugour: The Governor Who Sparked a Transformation (1661–1663)










