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THE CHILD WELFARE CLINIC OF
SHERBROOKE FONDS (P151)
Jody Robinson
Archivist, Eastern Townships Resource Centre

T

he Child Welfare Clinic of Sherbrooke was first organized in
1920 as a committee of the Sherbrooke Branch of the Canadian
Red Cross Society. According to the minutes of its first meeting, the
committee’s mandate was to provide “a free clinic for children of
ex-soldiers & ex-sailors, of soldiers & sailors & of parents too poor
to provide medical care for their defective children.”1 In an effort to
increase funding for its activities, the Clinic was later incorporated
as an independent charitable association in 1923. For much of the
20th century, the Child Welfare Clinic of Sherbrooke remained
invested in the health of children in Sherbrooke and the surrounding region until its dissolution in 1992. The archives of the Child
Welfare Clinic of Sherbrooke include minutes produced from 1920
to 1974, as well as financial reports, correspondence, reports of their
activities, some photographs, news clippings and donation information. Together, the documents span from the Clinic’s beginnings
in 1920 to 1989.
Over the course of its existence, the Child Welfare Clinic of
Sherbrooke modified its services as its resources and the needs of the
region changed. Early on, it appears that the services offered by the
Clinic were at least partly influenced by the possibility of receiving
a provincial grant to fund the Clinic. As a result, it was committed
to providing dental, surgical and medical care to “defective children
… whose parents are unable to pay for such treatment.”2 After its
incorporation, it was able to acquire further funding, thus drama tically increasing the number of children it was able to help. From
1920 to 1923, the Clinic treated only 101 children but succeeded in
treating 529 children in 1924 alone. By the 1930s, the Clinic was
offering a variety of health care services to the economically disadvantaged Anglophones and Francophones of Sherbrooke and the
surrounding regions. At an annual meeting, the members noted
that the Clinic had gone from “a small one to a large and most
important work”.3 Children were declared eligible for the services if
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the members of the Clinic determined that they were from poor
families and were under the age of 14. While the Clinic struggled to
find funding for its activities early on, they were able to secure sufficient funding by the 1930s.
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Clinics held

Total # of
children attended

1924

51

529

1933

122

1775

1934*

84

1049

1936

38

189

1937

48

391

1939

51

764

1943

49

634

1944

44

533

1946

55

416

1949

32

363

1950

24
(plus 12 well-baby conferences)

N/A

*According to the minutes, the Clinic was forced to suspend its activities from October to
February (the end of the business year) as the result of a lack of funding.

With the funding, it hosted health clinics each month where
children were checked by a nurse or doctor and, if needed, were
referred to dentists, eye specialists as well as ear, nose and throat
specialists. Children were also provided with X-ray services, and the
doctors working for the Clinic performed circumcisions, tonsillectomies and appendectomies, among other procedures. With the
changing needs of youth in the region, the Child Welfare Clinic
shifted its activities. It ceased to hold weekly clinics and instead supported the medical treatment of children who were sent by a school
nurse. It also organized larger dental clinics in the summer. By the
last years of its existence, the Clinic’s activities mainly included the
distribution of vitamins and of milk to local elementary schools.
The aims of the Clinic fell into a growing awareness of the necessity of better nutrition and health for the young of Canada. In 1919,
Canada had the highest infant mortality rate in comparison to
other developed countries.4 This fact, along with more general concerns for the health of Canada’s youth, contributed to the Canadian
government’s increased efforts to support and promote the nation’s
well-being.5 This effort was made, at least in part, by supporting
philanthropic organizations with similar aims. Included among the
documents of the Child Welfare Clinic of Sherbrooke was a copy of
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the general aims of the Division of Child Welfare of the federal government’s Department of Health. Among the aims, under the subheading of Children’s Clinics, Maternity Centres, etc. the following
mandate can be read:
[…] to assist by advice, information and otherwise in the establishment, organization, equipment and development of Schemes
for Maternal and Child Welfare, so that all homes may be able to
obtain at least the necessary minimum of medical and dental
care, as well as nursing and home and general care, prenatal and
obstetrical; and may continue to have such care at least during
the period of motherhood, infancy and childhood.
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While the document is not dated, the Division of Child Welfare was
not created until 1921 and ceased to exist by the 1930s, making it
plausible that the founding members were aware of its aims and
used it as they put together their own mandate in the early 1920s.6
However, the setting described above is only one aspect of the
historical context in which the Clinic emerged. The documents created by the Child Welfare Clinic of Sherbrooke could also be considered in the context of female philanthropic associations, feminism, ethnicity and/or social class. As a brief example, like many
similar charitable organizations in the early 1900s, the Child
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Welfare Clinic was founded by the upper-class women of
Sherbrooke.7 Throughout the minute books, it is possible to recognize many of the most prominent names of the wealthy Sherbrooke
families. Among such names were those of Paton, Echenberg and
Sangster. Although the membership was primarily composed of
Protestant Anglophone women, there were also some Francophone
names listed and, for a time, the Catholic Women’s League donated
funds to the Clinic’s efforts. During the 1920s and 1930s, the Clinic
was also specifically keeping track of how many English and French
children they treated. These general observations, which have arisen
following a brief perusal of the Child Welfare Clinic of Sherbrooke
fonds, highlight the potential of this type of archival material as a
possible primary source for an academic analysis of Sherbrooke’s
history.
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