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The sanctuary in the second renovated church. 

 St. Dominic Parish Life 
(Early 1900’s to early 1950’s) 

 
The first white settlers in the Cold Lake area 
arrived most probably in the early 1900’s.  
Many of them were from the province of 
Quebec, spoke French and were Catholic. 
Since there was no church in Cold Lake as 

yet, the parish register from St. Raphael mission records the first baptisms, marriages and 
funerals that took place among these pioneers. For example, we read:  
 
Baptisms: 
1910 - Antoine Lefebvre, born on the 21st, baptized on March 27th by Father L. Legoff, o.m.i. 
 
1912 - Marguerite Lefebvre, born May 1st, baptized on May 4th by Father L. Legoff, o.m.i. 
 
1913 – Fernand Poirier, born on January 24th, baptized March 2nd by Father Emile Fâbre, o.m.i. 
 
Burials: 
1917 - Pierre Jean Sabatier, died on December 29 at the age of 45. Buried in the cemetery at St. 
Raphael’s. 
 
1918 - Berthe Laplante, died on December 25th at the age of 2. She is buried in St. Dominic 
cemetery. 
 
Weddings: 
1912 – Juliette Poirier and Joseph Aubry by Father L. Legoff on January 29th. 
 
In the days prior to Vatican II the inner space of the church and the manner in which the liturgy 
was celebrated, were quite different than they are now. The inside space of the church was 
usually rectangular and, depending on the size of the church, there was a row of pews on either 
side of a center aisle. The sanctuary was separated from the main part of the church by an altar 
railing. At Communion time people knelt at the railing and the priest walked by giving 
Communion. Since Communion was received on the tongue, an altar server accompanied the 
priest holding a paten, a circular 
gold plate with a handle, in 
front of everyone in case a 
scared host was dropped.  
 
The altar was up against the 
front wall with the tabernacle at 
the center of it. When the priest 
said Mass his back was to the 
assembly. The altar servers 
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Winter travel to get to church. 

knelt behind the priest and off to each side. Mass was said in Latin with only the readings in the 
language of the people.  
 
In those days people did not often receive communion during Mass, except possibly at 
Christmas and Easter. Fasting from midnight until the time of Communion was required so this 
was not very convenient, especially for farmers who needed to do chores in the morning before 
getting to church. On occasion people would come to church earlier, receive Holy Communion 
and then have something to eat from a basket they had brought from home before attending 
Mass. 
 
Christmas Midnight Mass was an event not to be missed. Mass was said at 12:00 a.m. but there 
were often long line-ups of parishioners waiting to go to confession before Mass. Needless to 
say Mass did not always start on time and then all three Masses, Midnight Mass, Mass at Dawn 
and the Daytime Mass were said one after the other. Midnight Mass was not grand unless it 
began with the singing of “Minuit Chretien”, that is “Holy Night” by one of the parishioners.  
 

The mode of travel to get to Mass, for 
many was by horse and sleigh so the poor 
horses stood and waited patiently during 
this whole time. If they were lucky the 
owner threw a blanket over their backs 
and gave them a bundle of hay to munch 
on. Is it any wonder that the custom was 
to go home to a warm festive meal, “le 
Réveillon” after Midnight Mass? 
 
The parts of the Mass, the Kyrie, the 
Gloria, Sanctus, etc. were sung in Latin. 

The choir was generally composed of men who sang from the choir loft. The organ, which was 
powered by foot pedals, was situated against the back wall of the loft and the organist followed 
what was happening at the altar through a rear view mirror! The congregation did not join in 
with the choir for the singing. 
 
Lent was a dark penitential time. In the church all the statues and pictures were draped in 
purple. It was the custom for people to do the Way of the Cross before or after Mass.  Children 
were encouraged to give candy and other treats.  Adults fasted religiously and abstained from 
eating meat on Wednesdays and Fridays.  
 
Funerals also were a mournful time with the accent very much on death and judgement. 
Sermons were more of the Fire and Brimstone nature in those days and often focussed on the 
possibility of eternal damnation. Again on these occasions, statues were covered with black and 
the priest wore a black chasuble. The grieving family members too were dressed in black. A 
“Requiem Mass” was said and the last hymn was the Dies Irae which opens on the Day of 
Judgment, warning that God’s wrath upon all injustice and un-repented sin will be revealed; 
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Altar of repose where Benediction took place 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A parishioner on his way to pay his church dues. 

 

God’s “wrath” being his passion to set things right and that it is time to end wickedness and 
lies.  
 
Several weekdays were considered Holy Days of Obligation and people were expected to attend 
Mass as on a Sunday; some of these were Epiphany on January 6th, Ascension on the Thursday 
of the sixth week of Easter, All Saints Day on November 1st. 
 
Easter Sunday was always a very special day; since it coincides with the arrival of spring there 
was definitely a sense of newness of life in the air. One sure sign was the appearance of new 
apparel, spring bonnets, new shoes, etc. Good Friday was a very somber day and strictly 
observed. There was no Easter Vigil in those days. Holy Saturday Office was held in the morning 
and few people attended as it was reputed to be long!  
 
The feast of the Blessed Sacrament (Corpus Christi) was grandly celebrated. Weather permitting 
there was always an outdoor procession. An altar of repose was set up at one end of the church 
yard and a path from the church to the altar was mapped out by setting up freshly cut poplar 
saplings. Young girls dressed as angels knelt on each side of the altar. At the end of Mass the 
priest carried the Blessed Sacrament in the monstrance under a dais held up by four men. The 
congregation would process to the outside altar. There Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament 
would take place. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
People were expected to support 
their church just as we are today. 
Once a year the pastor would do what 
was called in French, “La visite 
paroissiale”, the visit of the parish. 
During the visit one of the 
unavoidable questions was what the 

 

Blessed Sacrament procession. 
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A church picnic. The booth or canteen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A parish picnic. The booth or canteen. 

family would be able to donate to the church that year. Money was rare so often people 
donated in kind e.g. vegetables, meat, eggs, firewood, etc. Also church pews were reserved. For 
$8.00 dollars a year a family was assured of always being able to sit in the same spot in the 
church!  
 
Life in St. Dominic parish was not always “work and 
no play”. Each year a parish picnic at the public fair 
grounds was organized. There was a baseball 
tournament and entertainment for the children. One 
big attraction was the booth or food canteen where 
hot dogs, pop and ice cream could be purchased. 
Those were a rare treat especially for children from 
rural homes. Imagine an ice cream cone for 5 cents! 
 
In the winter there would be card parties and basket 
socials. For these socials the women prepared a 
supper for two and put it in a decorated box or 
basket. These boxes would then be auctioned off. The highest bidder had the pleasure of eating 
supper with the owner of the basket! Other fund raisers were parish organized Bingos or the 
annual bazaar and bake sale put on by the CWL ladies. These were popular events, especially 
the rummage sales.  
 
Up until the early 1950’s St. Dominic was mostly a Francophone parish. The construction in 
1952 and opening of the airbase in 1954 brought in an influx of new parishioners. The 
demographics, population and way of life of the parish changed considerably. Parishioners 
were no longer all French and no longer knew everyone else. Gradually, to accommodate 
everyone, the French language disappeared from the liturgy. This increase in population 
brought new life, new energy, new ideas, new needs and new growth to the parish.  
 
The town and parish saw another major change in its makeup with the advent of oil 
explorations in the early 1970’s and the opening of oil production plants soon after. St. Dominic 
continued to adapt to changes and remained a vibrant faith community. 
 

 

Cold Lake before Base and Oil expansion. 

Another view of Cold Lake before the 1960’s  


