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Joseph Gervais (1777-1861)
Joseph Gervais was a prominent French Canadian settler in the Willamette Valley. He was one of the small number of
French Canadians who voted for the American-led effort to organize a provisional government in Oregon in 1843. The
town of Gervais is named for him, though the present site is not located on his original land claim; rather, the town sits
on land once owned by French Canadian settler and former HBC voyageur Pierre Depot.
Gervais was a native of Maskinonge, Lower Canada (Quebec). In the summer of 1810, while at Michilimackinac
(Michigan), Gervais joined the Pacific Fur Company (PFC) and journeyed overland to Oregon with the Wilson Price
Hunt-Donald McKenzie party. He spent some twenty years working as a fur trapper for the PFC, the North West
Company (NWC), and finally the Hudson's Bay Company (HBC).
In the early 1830s, Gervais and his second wife, Yiamust (Marguerite) Coboway, settled permanently in the area of the
Willamette Valley that came to be known as French Prairie. He and his family—along with the French-Indian families of
Pierre Bellique, Etienne Lucier, and Jean Baptiste Desportes McKay—were the first non-Kalapuyans to live year-round
in the valley above Willamette Falls.
During the 1830s, Gervais family members were supporters of Jason Lee's Methodist mission, located just south of the
Gervais farmstead, and they allowed the missionaries to hold services at their home. Joseph Gervais later supported the
efforts of the French-Indian community to secure a French Canadian Catholic mission to Oregon.
In 1843, following the arrival of increasing numbers of American settlers into the region, Gervais joined his longtime
colleague Etienne Lucier in voting for the organization of a provisional government as a means of securing the French
Canadians a future voice in community affairs. The French Canadian settlers in French Prairie maintained some
influence in the provisional government from 1843 to 1849. By the time the territorial government was formed in 1850,
their influence had waned following the influx of thousands of educated Anglo-American overlanders into the
Willamatte Valley.
Not unlike a number of French Canadian settlers, Gervais eventually lost his farm to debt in the 1850s. Gervais's second
wife, Yiamust, had died at St. Paul in 1840; his third wife was Marie Angelique Chinook. When he died in 1861, he
was living at the home of David Mongraine and Catherine Lafantasie in French Prairie. Gervais was buried in the Old
Cemetery at St. Paul.
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