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St Mary Magdalen Churc

The next time you cross the old Vermillion Bayou bridge
coming into Abbeville, try to imagine what founder Pere 2
D. Mégret saw when he first arrived at this spot in 1842: =
peaceful, tree-lined hill overlooking the bayou where, afi=
years of wandering, he could finally lay his own foundatia
and preach his faith. A French radical in exile, Pere Mégr=
made waves in Paris, New Orleans, and Lafayette with his
“controversial” views that looked down upon racism anc
demanded greater power for the church. After convincing
the archbishop that his dream was viable, he bought a
tract of land 25 miles downriver from Lafayette from Joszs
LeBlanc and his wife Isabelle Broussard, the sole residens
of the area. Their quaint home became the birthplace of
St. Mary Magdalen Church and the town of Abbeville; P==
Mégret built the first chapel around the existing structur=

the LeBlanc family home.

Pere Mégret named the parish St. Mary Magdalen to ha
the favorite saint of his future flock, who were mostly
ancestors of the Acadians in exile. St. Mary Magdalen is
the patron saint, among other things, of people ridicules
for their piety and of those who lead a contemplative i
of prayer. The Acadians transcended the persecution
they endured for their faith and nationality, just as Mars
Magdalen walked the line on her journey to sainthood.
rising above gender issues and risqué rumors about hes
life before she met Jesus. In a time where it was dangess
to be a French Catholic, St. Mary Magdalen brought hos
to those in Vermilion Parish.

After laying a spiritual foundation, Pere Mégret
continued to build outwards, designing a small city af=
a typical Normandy village with a town square adjacent
to the church, a courthouse square, and a grid of strests
Soon he had the beginnings of a city about 40 acres in
size, which he named “Abbeville.” Literally translated.
it means “priest’s town. Some say he named it after
his hometown in France by the same name. In 1851, St
Mary Magdalen was officially declared a church parish.
Magdalen Square remains the center of town today, wie
a bubbling fountain, a gazebo, and a congregation of
ancient oaks watch over the memorial statue of Abbe
beloved founder. &




The church across the square is the fourth incarnation of St. Mary
Magdalen church to stand at that site. In 1854, Pere Mégret’s first
construction was destroyed by a fire and rebuilt; and in 1884, the
popular Father Mehault and the citizens of Abbeville worked together
to build a larger church on the same grounds to satisfy the demands
of a growing parish. Father Mehault's church burned to the ground in
1907, while his successor Father LaForest and his family were living
there in the adjacent rectory.

The dramatic tale of the 1907 church fire is part of my own family
lore. My uncle Edward LeBlanc, a resident of Abbeville and the best
storyteller I know, has captivated me on many a night with tales
of the LaForest/LaCasse clan. He describes how his grandmother,
Amanda LaCasse, and her brothers, sisters, mother, and uncle (Father
LaForest) woke one March night to see the church adjacent to their
home ablaze. They had just enough time to throw their bed pillows
onto the soft grass below and jump out of the windows before the
rectory and all they possessed burned to the ground, along with their
beloved St. Mary Magdalen Church.

After the fire, Father LaForest took his sister and her children
on a journey by rail up the east coast, stopping in New York and
Boston, to scout for ecclesiastical architectural styles. Father LaForest
incorporated his love for the French neo-gothic style, which was
popular with the free-thinkers of France and England during that
era. While he raised money for the new church, Father LaForest
designated a temporary church at a nearby structure and named it
after St. Anne, to whom he was particularly devoted. The new St.
Mary Magdalen Church was completed three years later and opened
in 1911. A cruciform church made of solid red brick with white trim,
St. Mary Magdalen is a neo-gothic and classic Greek architectural
gem, with a central tower, a spire, twin Corinthian columns flanking ®
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the altar, and a collection of gorgeous stained glass windows. It cut a
dashing silhouette over the modest town of Abbeville in 1911, and has
only grown more beautiful over the past century.

Along with the money raised by the town, Father LaForest made
his own generous donations to the new church, including wooden
pews and three finely made, bronze bells cast in France, which still
hang in the belfry. Father LaForest named the bells after his nieces
and nephews; one is named Amanda after my great grandmother.
Upon completion of the church, Father LaForest was honored to
receive a gold-plated chalice from the Vatican that once belonged to
Pope Leo XIII; it was given to him to mollify the loss of a chalice that
had been given to him by a close friend, and was destroyed in the fire.
This historic chalice is still in the church today.

There have been many repairs and renovations made since Father
LaForest's era, but the church structure has remained unchanged.

In the 1960s, Rev. Ignatius Martin’s renovation sought to update the
church’s interior to reflect modern design trends. It resulted in the
removal of four stained glass windows, marble angel statues on the
altar rederos, and the communion rail; beautiful murals of angels and
saints on the ceiling were also painted over, traditional sculptures
were replaced with modern renditions, and wooden paneling was
installed. In the years that followed, the church fell into disrepair
once again due to hurricanes and natural wear. In 2003, under the
guidance of Father William Blanda, a new prioritized repair and
restoration plan for St. Mary Magdalen was put into motion.

Begun in 2004 and completed in 2009, the $3.6 million dollar
restoration project refurbished and restored Abbeville’s most prized
landmark. The renovation included repainting and redecorating the
entire interior to bring it back to its traditional style; the commission
and installation on the nave of 10 murals of the saints relating to the
local area; extensive stylistic and structural updates to the interior
and exterior; and the reinstatement of the four stained glass windows
that were lost in the 1960s. During the renovation, Father Blanda
discovered some traditional marble pieces that were available from
the recently closed St. Rose of Lima church, which was a sister church
to St. Mary Magdalen in New Orleans. Carerra marble communion
rails, a baptismal font, a pulpit, and side altars with marble statues of
the Virgin Mary and St. Joseph were brought to Abbeville, and now St.
Mary Magdalen is forever linked to her lost sister church.

The restoration has received local, state, and national attention
since its completion in 2009. The Painting and Decorating
Contractors of America gave the company responsible for the murals,
Conrad Schmitt Studios, an award for excellence in commercial and
decorative painting. St. Mary Magdalen was nominated and chosen
over many other churches around the state for the Louisiana Trust
for Historic Preservation Special Award, and it also received the 2011
INDesign Gold Award for Architecture and Historic Preservation,
honoring Gene Sellers and the Sellers Group.

To these institutions, St. Mary Magdalen is an architectural
marvel, a successful restoration project, and a gem in the crown of
Main Street. To the city of Abbeville, it is an anchor, a cornerstone.
To the St. Mary parishioners, it is a symbol of Abbeville’s spiritual
history, and to many in my family, it is a holy place that links us to
our ancestors. Explore what it means to you the next time you visit
Abbeville. +
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