Quintessential Quints
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North Bay, Ontario – At the end of WW II, my father took a job as a molder in foundry in Cincinnati, Ohio.  It was physically demanding and dangerous work in an era during which workers were not protected by OSHA regulations.  He received one week of vacation a year – always during the week of July 4, when the fires were extinguished and the entire foundry shut down operation.
During this one week of vacation, our family would pile into our Dodge coupe and head either north to Michigan or south to Florida.  The entire drive was on 2-lane blacktop.  One year, in the early 1950’s, we decided to drive even further north, crossing into Canada via the ferry at the Mackinac Straits at Sault Ste. Marie.  From there, we drove east on a 4-lane gravel highway to our destination, Corbeil, Ontario, the home of the famous Dionne Quintuplets.

The Quints, as they were universally called, had been born on May 28, 1934 to a poor French-speaking, Catholic farm family, which already had five other children.  Through a rather convoluted set of circumstances involving a shady promoter in Chicago, the world soon learned of, and grew to follow every move of, the tiny identical set of five girls.  With all of North America in the midst of the terrible Great Depression, the uplifting news of the almost miraculous birth of the five girls in a small farmhouse with only a country doctor and a midwife in attendance made every newsreel.
The story of what happened during the lives of the girls, Annette, Yvonne, Cecile, Emilie, and Marie, is the stuff of Greek tragedy.  Their father, Oliva, concerned about how he could possibly support 10 children, conferred with his local priest who recommended that he sign a million dollar contract with the Chicago promoter and transport the quints to the World Fair to be put on display as part of his sideshow.  [Oh, by the way, the priest was to receive 12% because, as he explained, the birth was obviously a miracle and it had taken place in his parish].
Alarmed that a Canadian national treasure was about to be plundered by evil Americans, the Ontario Provincial Government immediately passed the “Dionne Quintuplets Guardianship Act” removing the Quints from their parents and placing them under the care of the country doctor, Allan Roy Dafoe.  A special hospital was built next to the farm house, and a team of nurses and attendants were assigned by the province to assist the doctor in raising the children in an antiseptic environment.  Neither the parents, nor the brothers and sisters, were allowed to visit, other than to watch from across the street!  Apparently desperate times call for Fascist measures.
Soon thousands came each day from all over the world to pay to see the Dionne Quints.  During the first 10 years over 3 million visitors found their way to this remote village to watch the children be paraded into a courtyard to play for two hours each day.  The nurses would lead the identically dressed children into a special playground where the visitors who were lined up for over a mile could watch playtime.  It was beyond bizarre.  
Soon everyone found a way to cash in.  Dr. Dafoe became world famous and was invited to the White House.  He endorsed numerous products.  Canada, and the province of Ontario, also signed contracts to allow the use of the Quints for over 40 products, such as Palmolive soap and Karo syrup.  Seeing everyone else getting rich off his children, the parents retained a lawyer and eventually successfully sued to regain legal rights and custody of the Quints.  With the resulting money, he built and moved the entire family into what came to be known as “the Big House,” as they now had a total of 13 children.
It did not end well for anyone.  Marie died at 20 due to complications from epilepsy.  The other 4 became estranged from their family and moved to seclusion in Montreal.  The three who married all eventually separated or divorced.  Dr. Dafoe was discredited for his role and died in disgrace.  The remaining two sisters, now in their 70’s, live alone in isolation.
Today the original Dionne farmhouse has been moved here to North Bay where it stands next to a freeway as a seldom-visited tourist attraction.  Although the physical location is 10 miles from its original site, it is much as I recall it from my visit over 50 years ago when the Dionne Quint magic was still very much alive.  And the province is still making a buck off the Quints – make that three bucks, the charge to enter the farm house for a tour.
I thought you might like to know.
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