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The Robinsonville Presbyterian Church in Champion will celebrate its sesquicentennial on June 12. It is 
the oldest Walloon Belgian church on the Door Pen insula. Submitted 
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Church marks sesquicentennial 
By Judith Carlsen 
Special to the Press-Gazette 

CHAMPION - A sesquicen­
tennial significant to the histo 
ry of Northeastern Wisconsin 
will be observed June 12 in 
Champion. This event cele­
brates the official inception of 
the Robinsonville Presbyter­
ian Church on Feb. 12, 1861, 
making it the oldest church of 
Walloon Belgian background 
- of either Catholic or Protes­
tant persuasion - on the Door 
Peninsula 

Robinsonville Presbyterian, 
located about 16 miles north­
east of Green Bay, also is the 
mother church of the French 
Presbyterian congregations in 
the area, the only one of four 
still in existence 

The history of Northeastern 
Wisconsin's large \Valloon Bel­
gian community began in 1853 
when a small group of evan­
gelicals, 81 in all, left Belgium 
for a new life in America. 
Praying for God's choice of 
destination, the intrepid pio­
neers - after several misad­
ventures - chose to settle in 
Wisconsin's Door Triangle, 
where many of their descen­
dants still live. 

News of wild but rich lands. 
available for as low as SO cents 
an acre, had spread back to the 
Belgian homeland. It resulted 
in an influx of about 15,000 
Belgian settlers within a 
decade of that initial 1853 con­
tingent. Most emigrants after 
the first two shiploads were 
relatives and neighbors of the 
earliest group from northcen­
tral Belgium. Nearly all were 
Roman Catholic. 

Clara Renier, granddaughter 
of the evangelical group's 

If YOU GO 
A service of praise to God will be 
held at the Robinson Presbyterian 
Church at 10 a.m. Sunday, June 
12. Located at the junction of 
Door County K and Doris Road in 
Champion, "The Little White 
Church on the Hill" welcomes 
friends and neighbors to join 
them in celebrating this sesqui­
centennial event. 

leader, described the Robin­
sonville Church's primitive 
begmnings in Champion, prior 
to the present church's estab­
lishment: 

They clung to their faith in 
spite of many hardships. 
Francis Petiniot set aside 10 
acres for a place of prayer and 
for a place of eternal rest. 
There they built a small meet­
ing house of pine logs, where 
only 12 could stand. Soon after 
they added onto this (when 
they had more lumber sawed) 
and also put boards on the in­
side walls and made benches 
where 15 people could wor­
ship. Many of these prayer 
meetings were led by Lambert 
Bodart. It wasn't until 1861 
that the Eglise Evangelique 
Francaise was organized. They 
(then) built the present church, 
with worship in the stone base­
ment while the church was 
completed. 

Prior to their 1853 immigra­
tion, this group of reformed 
Christians was part of the 
Evangelical Mission Church 
at Biez near Grez-Doiceau, 
Babant Province, Belgium. 
After the exodus to America 
of most of its members, the 
Biez church disbanded. How­
ever, the mother church at 
Wavre still exists, and that 
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congregation has sent greet­
ings to their Wisconsin broth­
ers and sisters. 

Donna Schott of Green Bay 
15 a member of the church and 
a great-granddaughter of Fran­
cis Petiniot, an immigrant who 
helped settle the area. She said 
the congregation is looking for­
ward to commemorating the 
150-year anniversary of the 
church. 

"Most of the members in our 
church have roots there and 
we're proud of it," Schott said. 

Schott said the congregation 
is keeping the event "low-key," 
and the main celebration is a 
worship service. 

"We're not a big congrega­
tion like some churches around 
us," Schott said. "We just want 
to acknowledge that we're 
proud of (our Belgian roots).'' 
Judith Carlsen 1s a freelance wnter from 
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