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MIRACLE-SEEKERS VISIT ST. ANNE 
By Jack Klasey – The Kankakee Daily Journal 

 

 

A portion of the crowd taking part in the St. Anne Day procession around 
1900. As seen in this photo, the majority of the pilgrims were women. 

Kankakee County Museum Photo Archive 

 
 
This postcard, 
probably from 

the 1950s, 
shows the St. 

Anne Catholic 
Church and the 

statue of St. 
Anne that 

occupies the 
shrine within 
the church. 

 
Kankakee County Museum Photo Archive   
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(Left) The Rev. Achille Bergeron was a Bourbonnais 
native and graduate of St. Viator College. In 1886, 
as pastor of Notre Dame Church in Chicago, began 
leading pilgrimages to the shrine of St. Anne; a 
practice he would continue for many years. 

 
(Below) Knights of Columbus were among those 
taking part in the procession in this view, probably 
photographed in the 1950s. St. Anne Church is 
visible in the background. 
Photos courtesy of the Kankakee County Museum  
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Matilda Cunnea’s 
wheelchair has 
been displayed at 
the shrine since she 
was cured in 1904. 
Kankakee County 
Museum Photo 
Archive 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The St. Anne Catholic Church as it 
appeared in the late 1890s, when 
the St. Anne novena and 
procession drew large crowds to 
the small village each July. The 
steeple was destroyed by lightning 
in 1911 and replaced by the current 
open tower. 
Kankakee County Museum Photo 
Archive   
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Written July 21, 2018 
 
“Procession: Organized body of people advancing in 
formal or ceremonial manner as an element of Christian 
ritual, or ... expression of popular piety.” 
 
On July 26, an annual event matching that definition will 
take place in the village of St. Anne for the 138th time. On 
that day, hundreds of people will take part in a solemn 
procession honoring the Feast Day of St. Anne, for whom 
both St. Anne Catholic Church and the village are named. 
Carried at the head of that procession will be an ornate 
gold and glass container (called a reliquary) containing a 
small piece of wrist bone from St. Anne, whom Catholics 
revere as the grandmother of Jesus. 
 
The annual event, which marks the end of a nine-day 
religious observance called a novena, has taken place since 
at least 1880. The practice of honoring St. Anne has its 
roots in French Canada, where many of the settlers of St. 
Anne and other Kankakee area communities were born. 
The shrine of St. Anne de Beaupre, along the St. Lawrence 
River north of Quebec City, has been a popular 
destination for religious pilgrims since the mid-1600s. 
 
In the early years of the 1880s, the shrine at St. Anne drew 
primarily local visitors from Kankakee and Iroquois 
counties. 
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That changed in 1886, when the Rev. Achille Bergeron 
brought a large group of pilgrims from Chicago, where he 
was pastor of Notre Dame Church. 
 
Father Bergeron, who was born and raised in 
Bourbonnais, has been credited with making the small 
village of St. Anne a major destination for religious 
pilgrims. 
 
A history of St. Anne Church, written in 1923 by the Rev. 
Z.P. Berard, noted that, after Father Bergeron’s first 
pilgrimage, “the pastors of the surrounding towns and 
cities ... took up the devotion and urged their people to 
take part in these annual pilgrimages. Thus, St. Anne in a 
short time became known as a shrine, and has since 
attracted thousands of visitors, coming from near and far 
to honor St. Anne.” 
 
The number of pilgrims grew rapidly. In 1893, the Chicago 
Tribune reported “thousands of Catholics of Illinois and 
Indiana made a pilgrimage to the shrine of St. Anne ... a 
little French village near Kankakee, where it is claimed 
remarkable cures take place through prayer and 
intercession.” 
 
The Tribune of July 27, 1900, told its readers, “In the great 
crowd that yesterday overflowed the little country town ... 
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were many sorely distressed by mental or physical illness 
which they hoped the good St. Anne would heal.” The 
newspaper story noted several examples of cures from 
preceding years, including one young woman who was 
nearly blind and whose “sight had been completely 
restored.” 
One of the most notable cures took place in 1904, when a 
20-year-old Chicago woman, Miss Matilda Cunnea, made 
the pilgrimage. Father Berard, in his 1923 history of the 
church, recorded that “she had come to St. Anne to make 
the novena, unable to walk and a victim of paralysis for 
two years, and on St. Anne’s day, after having venerated 
the relic, she arose from the invalid chair in which she had 
been brought to the church, and walked from the church 
completely restored.” 
 
For many years afterward, Matilda Cunnea attended the 
annual event and described her experience. 
 
The wheelchair in which she had arrived in 1904 still is 
displayed near the shrine in St. Anne Church, along with 
crutches and other aids left behind by pilgrims. A large 
stained-glass window behind the chair was donated by 
Matilda’s parents in thanksgiving for their daughter’s 
cure. 
 
While as many as 5,000 pilgrims arrived in St. Anne 
aboard trains or by road in the early 1900s, the novena and 
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its culminating procession draw much smaller crowds 
today. 
 
The current pastor at St. Anne, Father James Fanale, told 
the Journal in 2016, “Depending on the weather, we might 
get 1,000 participants, or we might only get 400. It is still a 
very meaningful, prayerful experience, but we do not see 
people getting out of their wheelchairs. I still believe that 
miracles are taking place, but they’re on a more personal 
level.” 
 
Jack Klasey came to Kankakee County as a young Journal reporter in 1963, 
and quickly became hooked on local history. In 1968, he co-authored “Of 
the People: A Popular History of Kankakee County.” Now retired from a 
career in the publishing industry, he remains active in the history field as a 
volunteer and board member at the Kankakee County Museum. He can be 
contacted at jwklasey@comcast.net. 


