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Editors’ Note: Albert Picard and his sister Elizabeth are
among the last of the generations that preserved a uni-
que heritage in America. The use of perfect French in
Frenchville dates from the time more than 130 years ago
when their ancestors traveled from France to the Penn-
sylvania hills to clear land and build shanties. The story
begins on page 1. The photo is by Peter Simon.
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The Mystery of Frenchuville

The professor could not believe his ears

when he spoke with the people in this hidden village.

he village of Frenchville in

the mountains of central
Pennsylvania is a little like Briga-
doon. Every so often somebody dis-
covers it, visits a while, then leaves,
and Frenchville disappears again.
Linguists, historians, sociologists,
collectors of folklore and journalists
have gone there. Each looks for his
particular story. Each comes home
puzzled,

The little village of 300 or so peo-
ple hides in a pocket of hills in the

By SARA PITZER

mountainous. area of Clearfield
County, slightly west of the center
of the state. It is near no major
city and no important landmark.
Getting there from anywhere means
traveling through the kind of coun-
try science fiction movie producers
look for to film as prehistoric earth.
The trip, over pitted blacktop roads,
winds through areas of slag heaps
left from played-out strip mines
where nothing grows but a few
evergreens, There are no people, no

Mary’s Cemet:

homes, no litter. Eventually the
road breaks through to signs of life,
A blue roadmarker announces “The
Village of Frenchville.” The next
thing travelers see is the graveyard
dominated by a huge stone cross
bearing a life-sized statue of Christ,
which overlooks the town from the
highest hill in the area. The ceme-
tery seems symbolic, for much of
what visitors look for in French-
ville is dying.
Frenchville once was rumored to

contain frequent errors and misspe| l‘fng:
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Photas oy Petes Simon

came in 1967. The man was dressed
in a lumber jacket. He carried a
tape recorder. Walking into the
Frenchville post office he asked the
postmistress, Jane Roussey, if she
spoke French.

“Mais oui, certainment,” she re-
plied.

The outsider had found what he
wanted—a place where he and his
eight students could practice inter-
viewing in French.

Without fully understanding that

the outsider was Simon Belasco, a
linguistics professor from Penn
State, and that his eight students
were field researchers, Mrs. Rous-
sey obligingly spoke with them in
French.

It wasn’t a pidgin French, but a
classically pure French, uttered
without a trace of English accent.
And when the postmistress switch-
ed effortlessly into English—some-
times in mid-sentence—the words
had no trace of French accent. Im-

Albert Picard and his 100-year-old house, one of the oldest in the area.
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One establishment where the local French was spoken for years is this tavern operated by Donald and Louise Habovick

FRENCHVILLE continued

possible. But as Belasco and his
students recorded one villager after
another the impossible became in-
escapably true. Most of the people
could not read or write French.
Even the inscriptions on some of
the tombstones in the cemetery had
misspellings and grammatical er-
rors. Yet they spoke the language
flawlessly. Somehow they had pre-
served it since the time over 130
years earlier when their ancestors

had walked overland from ports at
Baltimore and New York into this
mountainous region to clear the
land and build shanties.

As far as anyone knows, the first
settlers in 1830 walked all the way
to this desolate spot because they
had been seduced into buying land
from John Keating, who circulated
advertisements in France offering
12 free acres of land to the first
dozen people to buy 50 acres apiece
from him. Had they been able to
read those circulars themselves and

understood where the land was, the
deal might not have sounded so
good.

No one is sure why they left
France in the first place. Possibly
it was to avoid conscription or the
after-effects of the French Revolu-
tion. There are rumors too that
Napoleon used the area to keep
prisoners. But none of it is certain.
Whatever happened, the world paid
no attention,

In Frenchville, the isolated peo-

ple farmed, mined, worked on near-

Mrs. Emma Plubell in her yard.

by railroads, and stuck together.
When they spoke to each other they
used French. When they could not
avoid the outside world they talked
a lit.le English. As new inventions
came along, the villagers, having no
way of learning new French words
for them, simply used the English
words they knew—automobile, tele-
phone, radio, television. It was a
weird mixture, but aside from that
the language remained pure for a
long time.

Then the Frenchville children be-

TODAY/The Philadelphia Inquirer
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In one of Frenchville's older homes are Mr. and Mrs. Clyde Rougeux and daughter

Marian (in doorway at rear) with her husband Brian Anderson (far right) and their

children, ages 6 to 16

FRENCHVILLE continued

gan to feel ashamed of speaking
French. When the little Frenchville
school closed, forcing them to
schools outside the community.the
children were ridiculed for using
French expressions,

As one woman recalled, “Every-
one laughed at how I talked. I
wanted to die. I decided right then
that I didn't ever want to speak any-
thing but English.” Consequently,
the fourth generation in French-
ville, those in their forties, generally
understand but do not speak
French. Younger people neither
speak nor understand the language.
As the older generativus die, the
language dies with them.

Belasco realized it, and tried to
get as much of it on tape as possible.
One of the people he directed in the
task was Madame Josette Caujolle,
one of the eight students who made
the original trip with him. Madame
Caujolle is French and decided to
make Frenchville the subject of her
doctoral dissertation. She was more
popular than any of the other re-
searchers in Frenchville;: She ex-
plains, “When I spoke to them in
French and could talk about France,
the people just opened up.” As she
collected tapes over a period of
months she had her own sad re-
minder of how fast the language is
disappearing. She returned to the
home of an older man who had
loved speaking French with her,
greeting him enthusiastically, ask-
ing about his health, his friends, and
his French. He said nothing. He
stood before her, with tears running
down his face, while a relative ex-
plained to her that the man had re-
cently had a trachaeotomy and
could not speak.

Another place Madame Caujolle
heard French spoken was Habo-
vick’s tavern. They still remember
her there. Andrew Habovick, a tall,
smooth-faced man in his forties or
fifties, who owns the tavern, says,
yes, he speaks French, but he does

not volunteer to do so today,

“That woman, the French one,
she was going to take the tapes of
our voices and go to France where
our ancestors come from and tape
people there saying the same
things,” he says. An old man wear-
ing a red cap nods agreement. “And
then she was going to bring the tapes
from France back here for us to
hear. We haven't seen her yet.”

The old man nods again, to no one
in particular and lights a cigaret.
His name is A.J. Picard, he says,
and it is important to get the “A.J.”
right, otherwise he'll be mixed up
with some other Picards in town.

Andrew Habovick and AJ. Pi-
card explain that the younger gen-
eration doesn’t speak French now
because they were punished for it,
sometimes by having their knuckles
rapped with a ruler, in school.A.J.,
having never suffered such punish-
ment himself, goes ahead and cracks
a few jokes in French about “la
jeune fille” and the others in the
bar laugh and turn to see that “the
young girl”is obviously not very
“jeune.”

Madame Caujolle, in her univer-
sity office, explains that first gen-
eration settlers spoke only French.
Successive generations were fluent
in both languages until, in recent
years, outside pressures took the
pleasure out of speaking French.

It is possible, too, that the orig-
inal settlers had a rural dialect
typical of the Haute Marne region
of France from which they came but
that the dialect was “purified” by
contact with the first priests and
nuns in Frenchville who would have
spoken the more educated standard
French. Villagers talking together
could have picked up and passed
along the refinements. Madame
Caujolle may find a clue to that
when she goes to France to record
speech from the area from which
the first Frenchville settlers emi-
grated, but it will be a year or more

to page 16
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" FRENCHVYILLE continued

before she is able to do so. In the
meantime, Andrew Habovick and
many others in Frenchville know
that there is something puzzling
about their French. They always
knew what researchers are just
learning—that the puzzle has some-
thing to do with the closeness that
grows in a group in isolation.

Edith Voinchet, a 67- year-old
widow who filled many tapes for re-
searchers, remembers the isolation
and the closeness. In winter, when
snow kept people from going any-
where, they often sat in each other's
homes, gossiping in French. Her
home would surely have bees ore
of the liveliest places to gather.

Her house is protected by nearly
a score of barking dogs and puppies
and at first it seems that the old
legends of strangers being unwel-
come in Frenchville are true. Then
Mrs. Voinchet opens the door,
whisking a scarf from her hair, ard

before she knows who her visitors

“and homemade raisin cookies.

She pours herself coffee, apolo-
gizing that it is instant, lights a ciga.
ret, and sits down to talk. The ciga-
ret seems as out of place in her hand

as do the gleaming electric appli-

ances in her hundred-year-old

kitchen.

“1 only went to eighth grade. 1
got all my knowledge at that little
one-room school down there,” she
says, pointing toward a tiny brick
building at the bottom of the hill,
The™ sophistication of her English
vocabulary makes the information
surprising.

Asked if she still speaks French,
Mrs. Voinchet bursts into a throatly
flood of words ending with, “Oui,
je parle le Francais. Do you speak
French?"”

If she is dissappointed to be told
*un peu,” a little, she is too friendly
to show it, and, except for a song or
two which she sings in French con-
tralto, she tells the rest of her storics
in perfect English.

Edie Voinchet tells about the
spsic-antd the dancing in the old

days. Her family was musical: her
father was given a violin by the
nuns; his daughter played accor.
dion, piano, and organ. The family
played somewhere almost every
weckend. Young men would walk
ten miles to atiend a dance where
the Voinchets played but the attrac-
tion may have been more Edie than
her musie. "1 was a devil when | was
young, a real devil,” she says.

) porl‘. them adequate]}n lhe convent

" “The barn raisings were wonder-
ful. They'd build a barn and after
it was done they'd have n dance in
it. We played for all the barn rais-
ings."”

Edi NN I ; SeEx o

Edith Voinchet and Good Friday egg—
keeps lightning lrom striking house

nuns left the convent in Frenchvll]e

was used as @ dance hall

The biggest dance of the year was
on Shrove Tuesday, the last day
before Lent. In French it was called
“Carnival.”’ Playing before pénance,
the people of Frenchville danced so
hard that the floor in the old con-
vent groaned and sagged. Eventual-
ly the building was condemned—
unfit for crowds.

Carnival was just for fun. Barn

raisings and- barn dances were a_

-—way of gettihg Work done and hav-
ing fun as well. Frenchville folks
see playing at work as a tradition.

One villager who remembers such
cooperative activities vividly is Ger.
trude Picard. She and her husband
Earl (brother of A.J.) live directly

across from the post office in an im-
peccably tidy, traditional-looking
white house. Mrs Picard remem-
bers the apple peeling parties best,

“We'd get together, the whole
town, and we'd be up all night
peeling apples. Of course we'd be
chattering and singing in French the

midnight lunch and then toward
morning there would be another
lunch." After peeling, the apples
cooked outside in iron kettles for
two days to make applebutter.

“Nowadays applebutter comes in
a jar at the store,” Mrs. Picard says,
but she does not seem particularly
sorry that this is so.

The one Frenchville festivity that

——

included everyone, was famouseven

— among oulsiders, and goes on even

today, is the Frenchville Pienic. No
one knows quite when the custom
began but all agree it's been going
on “practically forever.” It's a July

continued on page 18
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FRENCHVILLE continued

day of games and contests and eat-
ing. People who have moved away
travel hundreds of miles to return
home for Picnic. Along with. the
potato salad and homemade bread,
the relishes and beans, the cakes and

- races and relay sprints for the

children. Later, when most of the
food is gone, the teenagers may slip
to the outer edges of the picnic
grounds to hold hands and flirt. The

- younger children race about in

spotitaneous games of hide and seek
and tag, the men pitch horseshoes
while the women gossip with rela-
tives who've been away since last
year. A few oldtimers play Piquet,
a French card game.

In earlier days, gangs of boys from
neighboring villages would sneak

; up to the picnic late in the day to

teasé the Frenchville boys into

fights that were noisy but otherwise
not very serious. It was probably
that kind of prank which contrib-
uted to the village's reputation for
rowdiness. i

In truth, the toughness outsiders
expect in Frenchville has been gone
for a long time. It never was unique
to Frenchville. In the 1920s and
1930s, most of the little villages in
the mountains had a share of sus-
picious, inhospitable folks. There
was winemaking in Frenchville,
some say, and probably the rumors
of stills deep in the woods were
true. Frenchville men worked on
the New York Central Railroad,
which ran through the area, along
with groups of Italians from Clear-
field and mulattos from Karthaus.
Sometimes they fought. In French-
ville, when the stories of fights are
told, it is of how the Frenchville
men always won. Every little town
has similar stories.

The story about a young French-
ville man today is less apt to be
about his fights than about his comie
adventures, For example, there is
the story about the youth who went
to Clearfield and sat on the curb at
the main intersection of town, eat-
ing peanuts and building at his feet
a mound of shells high enough to
attract attention. When a policeman
asked him to stop because he was
creating a hazard by distracting
drivers, he refused. He was taken
to the police station where he paid
his fine then stomped out shouting
that Frenchville boys couldn’t even
eat peanuts in Clearfield.

Even without the fights and
feuds, Frenchville is an unusual
place. People are friendly. Strangers
are treated like family and families
treat each other with an affection
and concern that is rare in the world
beyond this mountain village. One

wonders how much longer it can

last. Linguists, sociologists, histor.
ians, and journalists agree that they
are recording the death of a culture,
It has been over a century but the
world has gotten to Frenchville,

- Automobiles brought a few visi-
tors in. An interstate highway com-
pleted in 1970 has taken many peo-
ple out. The children now go to
schools in towns where French is
taught from textbooks by teachers

_ with bad accents: La plume de ma

tante est sur la bureau. The parents
who could have taught their chil-
dren good French were ashamed of
“talking funny,” so the old people
die and take their pure French and
old customs to the grave. Television
replaces song-fests; mobile homes
replace barn-raisings. The old stone
church has new glass doors. Apple-
butter comes in glass jars. (]

SARA PITZER is a Rebersburg, Pa.,
freelance uniter.
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