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EB: If you don’t like the question, just—
WL: Fair enough.

EB: [laughs]

WL: Un, deux, trois, quatre, cing—

EB: Very good!

WL: My name is William Legault. Very prominent and well-known Point family. I am the only
one that pronounces it Legault [pronounces it with a French pronunciation, no “t” sound at end]
left on the planet that I'm aware of as far as my family goes. This, the family name in Salem over
the years has been pronounced Legault [says name pronouncing the “I” and “t” at the end]. But
my father one day—came home one day back in, like, 1968 and decided that we were non longer
Legaults [with “t” sound] but we were Legaults [without the “t” sound]. And he’s gone now and
I’m the only one that has stuck with the Legault [without the “t” sound] pronunciation, which
actually confuses people in this town.

0:58
EB: Do you know why he changed his mind?

WL: He just decided—Somebody up in New Brunswick, which is where his family was from
explained to him that we were mispronouncing the name. It was Legault [without the “t” sound]
not Legault [with the “t” sound], that we were Frenchmen and that the French pronounced it
Legault [without the “t” sound]. And he just came back from New Brunswick after that trip and
decided that’s what we were. We were not Legaults [with the “t” sound]. We were Legaults
[without the “t” sound]. And since he comes from a family of twelve children, eleven siblings—
it was a little contentious at the time. But over the years I have stuck with it much to the chagrin
of some of my older aunts and uncles.



1:31
EB: Okay. So, what do you know about your family’s history and how they came to Salem?

WL: Not as much as you’d like to know. It’s tough to track Canadian immigration. I tried it
when I was in school. ‘Cause to really—they didn’t go through Ellis Island so to speak. They just
came over the border. The way I look at it is, I am the product of illegal immigrants and I explain
that to people all the time and they get kind of insulted when we’re having immigration things
because if you’re French Canadian in New England, odds are your parents, your grandparents,
your great grandparents came over the border and didn’t tell anybody that they were staying.

My father’s side of the family came down from New Brunswick. As far as we can tell, both
sides, his father and his mother. We’re unable to really track my grandfather. His family—he
came down as a child. They were itinerant woodcutters as far as I can tell of some sort. They
followed the construction around and they helped to make the lumber. And there’s just no
records. There’s no birth records. There’s no death records. There’s no immigration records. So,
the Legaults came down basically as laborers.

My father’s mother—my mémere—not the [offers an alternative pronunciation], the mémere
pronunciation, which I think is specific to northern New Brunswick—she was born in 1912,
came down when she was about seven years old around 1917, 1918. They came down to go to
work in the shoe factories: Manchester [NH], Haverhill [MA] and Lawrence [MA] specifically,
and then from Lawrence came to Salem to work at Pequot Mills. Naumkeag, whatever you want
to call it. She was in Salem by the time she started getting married and having children. They
were—They met in Lawrence, my mémere and my pépere, and came to Salem sometime in
1920s and started having the twelve kids that they would eventually have.

EB: Including your father.

WL: Including my father. [He was] one of the younger ones. And on my mother’s side of the
family, my grandfather obviously was a Hussey. My mimi—we called her—she was a Tremblay.
They came down from Quebec. But again, there’s just really no records. It’s interesting that my
mimi and my mémeére—my mémere lived and died in South Salem basically, where my
grandfather from my mother’s side and my grandmother, they lived in North Salem. My
grandfather was a little more, a little more affluent. And my mimi—my mother’s mother used to
explain to me that I was a product of two types of French Canadians. The refined French—they
were the ones who lived in North Salem and came down from Quebec—and then the other
French. She never really defined them as—they weren’t the refined, so I’'m assuming they were
the crude or the rude. They were from the wrong side of the tracks in South Salem. So, I was
from the wrong side of the tracks but I got to visit my French Canadian relatives on the right side
of the tracks frequently.

4:38



EB: So you have a little combination?

WL: We have a little. I have the refined French and the other French Canadian, which she never
would be specific about what she meant by that.

4:48
EB: So, you grew up where?

WL: I grew up in the Point. I was born on Perkins Street which runs parallel to Congress on the
Shetland side—on the manufacturing side. And then from there we moved to Ward Street, two
different locations. A small year and a half period on Jefferson Avenue before we returned to our
second home on Ward Street. So, we moved out of the Point about 1971 to Derby Street, into the
Polish neighborhood. So, basically from 1960 to 1971, we moved five times. The majority of
them in the Point: Perkins Street and then two separate locations on Ward Street.

We were there when the Dominican influx began and I remember that fairly well.
5:37

EB: Can you tell us about that a little bit because I don’t think any of the other people we’ve
interviewed were there?

WL: It’s interesting, because some of the memories are not necessarily mine. I’m going to start
with one that’s not mine. I worked at the YMCA for seven years. I was one of the directors there.
And a young lady that just graduated Salem State—[he says name but we should strike it because
we don’t have her permission]—worked—still works at the Y. And we were talking one day
about—yeah, I'm a Point kid. You’re a Point kid. There’s forty years between us but—thirty-five
years between us. And her grandparents were the first Dominican family in Salem. And I
remember that. Probably prompted memories ‘cause I was only, like, three or four, so probably
prompted memories. I do remember that the first Dominican family lived in the big brick
tenement behind the Pequot filling station, which is now Michaud and Raymond oil delivery
place. Still in the same family, the Raymonds—the Michauds and the Raymonds. I remember
that they lived there and during that same summer more families came, and every year more and
more families, and they were basically all related, and all from the same one or two villages is
my understanding. They all came from the same one or two towns, villages, whatever you want
to call them. So Emily—her grandparents were the first ones and they’re still here in Salem. So
it’s kind of interesting that Emily and I met all these years later.

So, while I don’t remember that first Dominican family, I knew that it was on Dow Street, is
where they first came in that big building because I remember that. Because in all honesty, it was
like the martians landed. That’s the only way to describe it. We’ve been invaded by these people.
At the time though, “people” would have been a generous term. That’s a fact and don’t let
anybody ever paint it otherwise for you. Because their memories are either flawed or they aren’t



speaking honestly with you because they weren’t looked at as people, especially when they
started to come in in greater numbers.

My actual own memories when we lived on Ward Street the two separate times. We lived at 38
Ward Street. As you come up Ward Street, it’s the first non-brick house on your left. It’s the first
non-brick house on the street. It’s still there and when we lived there at the time—which was
probably 1965 or 1966—Ward Street was still mostly French Canadian, Caucasian. Definitely.
Even all of the tenements. We moved away to Jefferson Ave for a year, a year and a half. We
came back sometime in 1967. We lived at 22 Ward Street, which is now an empty lot. The house
burned down sometime in the eighties. All of a sudden, that had changed. Ward Street was
basically, almost separated by a border. 38 Ward Street—my previous residence—was the
border. It was the first non-tenement, the first family residence, two family, three family.
Basically about seventy percent of the residents on Ward Street, at the bottom half in the
tenements, were Dominican. But, nobody called them Dominican. I never heard the word
Dominican as a seven year old. They were all Puerto Ricans. They weren’t Puerto Ricans but
that’s what they were. They were all Puerto Ricans. That’s what everybody called them. “Those
are the Puerto Ricans.”

Peabody Street at the time was almost all Dominican. Maybe some Puerto Ricans at the time.
The bottom of Ward Street was converting, and it was slowly creeping up. But all of the homes
on the upper half of Ward Street were still family owned. I don’t remember the name of the
family who owned 38 Ward Street, but the next one, which was 40, was the Dumeil family.
Forty-two was owned by the Boltus family. I have the numbers—I’m going backwards. The
numbers go the other way. And then there was the Laplante family. And that was just the older
folks. That would have been 24. ‘Cause I lived on 22. Twenty two was owned by the Garretts.
You had the Awin family. You had the Engstrom family, still all—not a French name, I don’t
think, Engstrom. Still all family-owned, Caucasian. That would change, of course, over the
years after that. But they came in and it was—it was—I wouldn’t say that it was confrontational
but it was contentious. It was different. It was culture shock. These were island people. We have
more of an understanding nowadays what the island culture is as opposed to the northern
European white man’s cold weather culture is. Different ways of looking at things. Different
ways of living. Different ways of spending your idle time. Different ways of expressing yourself.
And there was a culture shock there, and it wasn’t always pleasant.

I was under instructions. I went to St. Mary’s school—grammar school. Not St. Joseph’s. My
father’s family, as I said, there were twelve kids and they were all—And here’s an admission
now: that there was welfare before there was Dominicans in Salem. We were on the dole. My
grandmother was on the dole with eleven kids before she had her twelfth. My grandfather came
back from World War Two. He went to World War Two as a drunk who had a Jjudge look at him
and said, “We’re at war, join the Army or go to jail.” He joined the Army. The three years he
was in the Army in Europe driving fuel trucks were the only three years of my grandmother’s
adult life that she had a regular paycheck coming in because the Army sent it to her. Prior to the




war, he would go into the Les Canadians Café on payday Friday, down on Congress Street, and
probably not come out till Monday morning. And the money would be gone. He came back from
World War Two and the situation was the same. So, she went to the church and asked for help
and the church told her that they couldn’t help her. She went to the state and asked for help and
the state said, “We can’t help you unless you get a divorce.” She went back to the church—St.
Joseph’s—asked for help and they again said, “You can’t get divorced. That’s a sin. We’ll
excommunicate you.” So she found herself in a dilemma, which is: get divorced and feed my
children, or don’t get divorced, be solid in the eyes of the good lord and watch my children go
hungry. She got the divorce. She went to church still every day after that, but she never went to
confession or got the sacraments, which probably broke her heart. But she got the divorce. Kind
of an odd thing [in] 1946, 1947, to be divorced. And so, she was on the dole.

So, prior to the Domincans, slash, Puerto Ricans, slash interlopers and invaders coming in, there
were people at The Point on financial or federal assistance. And my grandmother was one of
them. She really didn’t have a choice. And all of her children went to either St. Joseph’s—all of
her older children went to St. Joseph’s, again, on assistance. That’s the one way they would
help—on assistance from the Archdiocese. But the younger ones—my father included—St.
Joseph’s was full up with Legaults—or Legault [with the “t” sound] as they said at the time—so
they went to St. Mary’s. They went to the Irish school. So my sister and I both also went to the
Irish school.

So, I kind of did a little walk around there.
13:13
EB: Is St. Mary’s next to Immaculate Conception?

WL: It is the Immaculate Conception Parish. That’s where I was baptized, confirmed, all of that.
My instructions were: I was not to walk to school by going down Ward Street onto Congress. I
had to walk up Ward Street, take a right on Lafayette, and go down Derby. I had to stay away
from those “people” down there because who knows what would happen. Sometimes I would
follow those instructions. Sometimes I wouldn’t on hot days because it was a longer walk going
around. But the white kids hung out with the white kids, and the Dominican kids hung out with
the Dominican kids, and at the time never the twain shall meet. As the years went on that started
to change a little bit, especially when I got into the public schools, after St. Mary’s closed in
1971, and I started getting familiar with some of these kids. It was interesting that one of the
attorneys in Salem, George Vallis, among the more prominent attorneys, would bring his
housekeeper’s family here. He had a place down in Costa Rica. He would bring his
housekeeper’s family up in the summer times and he would also put this one kid, José Solis, into
the public schools for a couple of years so he could get a little more of an education. So here I
was running around with this Costa Rican kid names José, which was fine but I couldn’t hang
around with one of those Puerto Rican kids or Dominican kids named José, at the same time.

































nowadays. So, I see these people at funerals. I have my places that I hang out but I tend to hang
out with a younger crowd, I guess. Not that I don’t hang out with people my age but I tend to—
When I came back to Salem I worked in the restaurant and bar industry. I’m not a big drinker
anymore but I hang out with generally, a younger crowd. So, I don’t see all the old guys from the
neighborhood. They’re not here. They left. They left. The ones that stayed probably should
leave. Or they should have gone somewhere once or twice. Spread their wings a little bit. I had
the advantage of Germany, other parts of Europe, Japan, Philippines, Thailand, a little bit of the
Middle East. I got to experience all these different things. I got to be the outsider. You know, I
went to Paris where I walked into a shop, and the people in the shop kind of went [mimics horror
and disgust]. They treated me like—I didn’t like Paris because of that. Did not like Paris at all.
We left Paris. We were treated rudely because unlike in Germany where when you try your
German out, they try their English out on you. I’d go to Paris and I'd try my rudimentary New
Bunswick, Northern New Brunswick French Canadian out on them, and they look at me like I
have two heads, and they won’t even talk to me, you know. But, I got to experience that in
different countries. I was never treated more rudely than I was treated in Paris. I don’t know but I
think that had to do with being a G.I. also. Where, in the opposite vein, go up to northern France,
up by Normandy, say “hello”, they can’t do enough for you. Good memories. Where in Paris—
I’m probably going to get a little political here—in Paris you still have a lot of people who
remember—and I don’t want to offend when I say this—Paris basically bent over. Said to the
Germans, “Here we are, we’re going to bend over. Do what you will.” Where in northern
France—not that there wasn’t resistance there, [but] in northern France they fought. They
resisted. And I think, from talking to some French soldiers in Germany, they said that the
Parisians are still very sensitive as to the—What was the government?

EB: The Vichy.

WL: The Vichy. The Vichy government and the accusations of collaboration. They’re still very
sensitive to that, and that they’re still sensitive to that and American soldiers tend to remind
some people of that. So, when you go up to northern France you don’t—it’s just the opposite.
Not that everybody in Paris is like that. We had a week in France and we were going to do two
full days in Paris, and we stayed the one night and left the next morning. We left early. We got
on the train and left early the next morning. We were not happy at all with the way we were
treated. But, you know, so maybe I felt like a Dominican on Ward Street in 1965. So, what goes
around comes around.

50:14:
EB: So, in all of your travels, if people asked you to identify your ethnic heritage—
WL: Oh, absolutely.

50:28



EB: Was there a particular term you would use to describe? Would you say French Canadian or
Franco American or just American?

WL.: I said French Canadian. I remember—That Franco American term, I remember when—I
don’t remember that Franco American term until Jean Levesque [former Mayor of Salem. First
mayor of Franco American descent] got elected mayor of Salem and then he was the first
“Franco American mayor.” I said, “Franco American?” Franco American to me was a really,
really, bad canned spaghetti. I say French Canadian and I specifically—When I say New
Brunswick, I specifically say, “Up on the coast. Northern New Brunswick.” Not down there with
the English-speakers. Up there with the French-speakers. When I went up there as a little kid,
you, they wouldn’t speak English to you even though they could. And they wouldn’t put on—
they had English TV channels. They wouldn’t put them on. I always said French Canadian. And
very specific: New Brunswick French Canadian. Because, you know, I’'m kinda proud of that
because [they were] working people. Tough life. And there was a—This didn’t happen to me.
My brother was telling the story one day and—My brother is a little shorter than me. Built the
same. He’s with the Park Service. He’s a Smokey the Bear with a gun. And he was—after I went
in the service, my mother packed him up and went to Arizona, and he was brought up in
Kingwood, Arizona. And he was up in Flagstaff doing something with the Park Service one day,
and I guess there is a pretty big—I don’t know if that is the University of Arizona. I'm not sure.
There’s a big anthropology department there, and he’s there having a conversation with
somebody and this woman with four or five students around her just walks up and starts talking
about—They’re having a conversation and she said—She looked at my brother and she said, “Do
you mind if I use you as an example?” And he just says, “I don’t care.” And she starts pointing
out physical features on him and she said—She basically pegged him as northeastern Canada.
The thick chest, the short arms, the short, squat legs. We were trollers. We pulled nets up, you
know. She basically pegged him. He said, it blew him away. She basically pegged him as—She
couldn’t quite narrow it down to New Brunswick, but she basically pegged him as Nova Scotia,
New Brunswick, the Maritimes. We’ve always believed that we were more Norwegian than
French actually. We’ve got a lot of Norwegian in there. But she basically picked out—by
looking at his build—which blew him away. And that always impressed me.

I was in Germany and I was going to fly back to the States on a civilian flight so I called to get—
I can’t remember the name of the German airline now—

EDO: Lufthansa?

WL: Lufthansa. I was going to get a Lufthansa flight because they treated you really well.
Lufthansa always treated G.Ls well, and you could get a good price. So I'm on the phone now,
old school phone, a handle with the little thing coming off the end [indicates a cord]—1987,
maybe ‘88—trying to book a flight and I give my name to the woman on the other end who has
sort of a British accent. I said, “My name is Legault.” She goes, “Legault?” Spell that.” I said,
“L-E-G-A-U-L-T.” She goes, “Oh, no, no, no. That’s not Legault. You say that Legault




[indicates a soft “g” sound rather than a hard “g” sound]. I said, “Excuse me?” [She said] “Well,
your name is Legault [again, with soft “g” sound].” I said, “No, no, it’s Legault.” [with hard “g”
sound]. She says, “No, no.” And she told me that she was from northern France somewhere and
she’s explaining to me why it’s a soft “g”. So I had a pretty good twenty minute conversation
with her before I finally got my ticket. And I was laughing my ass off. Sorry, because I said my
father’s going to have a heart attack because I'm gonna correct him. So I get back to the States. I
go to see my father in New Hampshire. I said, “Dad, this Legault [with hard “g”] business— He
goes, “Yes.” I said, “You know, I was born a Legault [pronouncing the “t” and with a hard “g”]
and then all of a sudden I was, like, nine years old, I was a Legault.” [without pronouncing the
“”]. I said, “I accepted that. I adjusted to that and I pronounced the name the way you want me
to pronounce it now, and I always will except we have to make one minor change.” I said, “You
said it was really mandatory—it was required that we pronounce the name correctly.” So I
explained the whole conversation to him. He got all red in the face. He said, “Pfhh. That woman
doesn’t know what she’s talking about. It’s Legault [with hard “g” sound]. You need to call her
up for me and I'll correct her.” I said, “Nah, I don’t have the number so—"" He was very

[P

sensitive as to the Legault thing [with hard “g” sound].

After that, a couple of times when I was with him, just to tweak him, if I introduced myself or
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introduced him to somebody, I would say Legault [with soft “g” sound] just to get a rise out of
him. Which it always did. But she corrected me. We were supposed to be using the soft “g” and
not the hard “g”. But that was—I kind of went around in a circle to get there. But I like the
French Canadian. French Canadian. Very specific. New Brunswick. Northern New Brunswick,
north of [inaudible] just east of Caraquet. So that’s where we were—Those are the only French
Canadian relatives I ever met, except for the ones in Montreal which actually came from there,

SO.

We were—my grandmother was a Millet [pronounced with the “t” at end] or Millet [pronounced
without “t” at end].

55:50

EB: That’s pretty much what we have for questions unless there is anything else you want to tell
us about growing up French-Canadian in Salem.

WL: You know, it’s overrated and underrated at the same time. The Point was a great
neighborhood. It was very urban. There was no grass. There was no greenery. Nowadays, there is
more greenery down there then there ever was. You had to go to Palmer’s Cove for your
greenery. You know, we swam on a little spit of sand surrounded by the boats at the Palmer
Cove Yacht Club. It was pavement. It was cement, hot top and brick. But we did okay. We
played a game called halfball. We didn’t have a big enough field on Ward Street to play baseball,
so we got broomsticks and pinkie balls, tennis balls, and we cut them in half. And you’d grip it
like this [indicates holding the ball in circle made by connecting thumb and fingers] with the flat,



hollow part underneath and you’d throw it sidearm. And you’d swing a broomstick at it. We
played street hockey. We didn’t have ice. It was not a bad place to grow up. We all did okay.
Most everybody is still around and having a decent life. But it wasn’t this pristine piece of
French-Canadian heaven. They didn’t—not everybody hosed down the sidewalks. Not
everybody took care of their property. There were nasty people there like there’s nasty people
everywhere. There were bad people there like there are bad people everywhere. It wasn’t a
perfect world. There is no perfect world. But it wasn’t a terrible place to grow up and I feel, in
reality, that I was fortunate that I experienced the melting pot for real when the Dominicans
came in. It was a good experience. It wasn’t perfect, but it was nice. We all grew up. We all
moved on. And here we are.

57:58

EDO: Can I ask one more question?

EB: Sure.

58:02

EDO: Which is—I’m curious about your interest in wanting to be interviewed for this project.
WL: Well, it wasn’t that I wanted to be interviewed.

EDO: Why were you willing to be interviewed?

WL: I wrote an article for The Patch, which I think you read [points at EB].

EB: Yes.

WL: And I usually do musings. I will be musing on my memories of Heritage Days for this
Saturday. And then you got in touch with me [points at EB] and asked if I was willing. I said,
“Sure. Number one, I don’t mind talking. Number two, oral histories—I’m currently working on
a book that’s based on oral histories, from the sinking of a destroyer in World War Two. Oral
histories are important. People should put their memories down there. But also, I get so tired of
listening to all of these people say what a wonderful place The Point was when the French
Canadians were there and the Dominicans screwed it up for everybody. No, they didn’t, and I
know that I'm one of the few that will actually speak to the other side and say, “No, it wasn’t
terrible. It wasn’t the end of the world. It wasn’t.” There were good French Canadians before the
Dominicans came. There were good French Canadians after. And I dare to say it, there were
good Dominicans.” At The Point in 1964, there were good people that came over here to start a
new life, and it’s been three or four or five generations—I lose track as to exactly what a
generation is—and I know a lot of these young people. Salem State has a lot of these young
people. They’re good people. I like to get the other side out because I was afraid. I said, “Boy,
they’re talking to people about The Point. I can only imagine some of the things that they’re



hearing from some of these people.” We didn’t all hose the sidewalks down. We didn’t sing the
supper song at quarter of five. Come out and go, “Okay, all you good French Canadians” [swings
arms as though dancing] let’s sing the supper song.”

59:55
EDO: What’s the super song?

WL: There is no supper song, but it’s just how I make that point because they make it seem like
it was a musical. We weren’t living a musical. We were living real life with real problems, with
real people having trouble dealing with it. We had drunks, and we had drugs, and we had the
motorcycle gang at the bottom of Ward Street, the Devils Disciples. All white guys. They used to
come out when it rained sometimes and take their clothes off in the middle of the street. It was
real life. It wasn’t a movie. This isn’t West Side Story. When the knife comes out, people died.
Not that we had a lot of that, but we had it. It was rough. It wasn’t perfect, but we all did well. It
was life. I’'m gonna say it again. It wasn’t a movie and I get tired of these people presenting it as
the good ship lollipop. There is no good ship lollipop. It never existed. Shirley Temple was a
character played by an actress. We weren’t actors or actresses. We were real life. The Point was
and is life as reality. It was a good place then. It’s a good place now, full of good people. And
people need to back off and let ‘em live. That’s all it is. Let ‘em live. All right, you got me going
here. You happy?

EDO and EB: [laughs] Yes!

EDO: Absolutely! Bravo! [claps] Bravo! Great!
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