
 
 

 
 

Built: 1925-1926 Present Owner: Jesuit Fathers of Upper Canada 
Built By: Father F.J. Filion, S.J. Original Use: Shrine Church 
Structure: Wood Frame Current Use: Shrine Church 
Exterior Wall: White limestone, dressed stone Address: 16163 Highway 12 
Style: Gothic revival  
 
Architectural: 
 
Father F.J. Filion, a Jesuit priest, served as the chief architect and foreman who oversaw the construction of the 
Shrine church, wanting the church to be ‘both rustic and amateur’. Fr. Filion wanted this church to be a 
continuation of the first church built in Ontario, the Church of St. Joseph located at neighboring Sainte-Marie, 
which was constructed by missionaries in 1639. 
 
The exterior of the church was designed to resemble a ‘French-Canadian country church’, with lumber donated by 
four local lumber companies and from a demolished church that once stood on Martyr’s Hill near Waubaushene. 
The limestone used on the church’s exterior and on the church’s impressive twin towers (Fig. 1) came from 
Longford Quarry, owned by Rueben Webb.  
 
Fr. Filion had hoped to use birch-bark to line the interior of the Shrine, as the missionaries had done in the Church 
of St. Joseph; however birch-bark was far too impractical. In place of the birch-bark interior, three-ply cottonwood 
plywood was used to line the new church, one of the first times plywood was used on the interior of a building in 
Canada. Other elements of the Shrine’s interior came from other churches in the area, which were no longer in 
need of the items. The 19th century paintings of the Station of the Cross, originally from Germany, were donated 
by St. Peter’s Cathedral in London, Ontario along with the twenty-six stained-glass windows. The pews for the 
church and several other windows, including the two rose windows, were donated by St. Peter’s Church in 
Toronto, Ontario. 

Figure 1: View of the northeast portion of 
the building 

Figure 2: The north side of the 
building. 

Figure 1: A close-up of one of the 
building’s towers. 
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Historical: 
 
The Jesuit Relations of the 17th century described in great detail the missionary activities of the Jesuits among the 
Huron people at Sainte-Marie and surrounding area. By the late 1800s, these descriptions lead to a deep-rooted 
desire to know more about the martyrs and their fate, as well as the exact locations of major events. Particular 
emphasis was placed on finding the location of Sainte-Marie where the missionaries constructed their central 
mission station, St. Louis where Jean de Brebeuf and Gabriel Lalemant where captured, and St. Ignace where the 
two men were martyred.  
 
In 1910, a wooden church was built on what was then believed to be the site of St. Ignace. The church drew large 
crowds from the surrounding area, leading to the expansion of the church and the addition of a hostel. By the 
early 1920s however, serious doubt had been raised that the church was sitting on the actual location of St. 
Ignace. Unlike Sainte-Marie, whose location was easily verified by the remains of stone fireplaces and walls that 
were still visible above ground, the location of St. Ignace was not as easily revealed.  With the exact location of 
St. Ignace questioned, it was decided the new Shrine would be built on the hillside overlooking Sainte-Marie.  
 
By 1925, the martyred missionaries had been beatified (the last step towards canonization as saints) and a mass 
at Sainte-Marie had drawn several thousand people. Construction of the church began in October of that year and 
was not completed until the following summer. When the first mass was held June 26, 1926, ten thousand people 
had arrived by car, horse & buggy and trains to participate. 
 
Since its construction and opening, numerous statues and other elements have been added to the church’s 
grounds. A variety of statues can be found on the site (fig. 4) which depict the martyrs in prayer. Also located on 
the grounds is a plaque (fig. 5) to commemorate the Huron people who converted to Christianity and who, like the 
martyrs, were killed for their faith. One of the most well-known additions to the grounds is the carved wood statue 
that was carved to commemorate the papal visit in 1984, when thousands flocked to the Shrine for Pope John 
Paul II’s historic visit. 
 

Figure 5: A plaque in memory of those who 
converted to Christianity. 

Figure 4:  The statue of St. Brebeuf on 
the property’s grounds 

Figure 6: A statue honoring the Pope’s 
visit to the church.  

 
Previous Owners:  Date:   Sources:   Location: 
 
John Hart   1833   Land Registry Office  Barrie 
William Proudfoot  1857   Simcoe County Archives  Midhurst 
Lewis Moffat   1867   Tay Township Office  Victoria Harbour. 
James Quinn   1871   “Welcome to the Martyr’s Shrine”  
Robert Cain   1885    By: David Michael Dupuis 
Hercule J. Craig   1900 
Canadian National Railway Co. 1902 
Jesuit Fathers of Upper Can. 1931 
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