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One lucky resident of Athabasca has made it into the Guinness Book of World 
Records, and all she had to do was go visit some family. 

Family reunions may be common, but it’s not every day that a family reunion 
breaks the world record for the largest gathering of blood-related relatives. But 
that’s what happened at the Porteau-Clautour reunion in France, at which 
Athabasca resident Danielle Wiart was an attendee. 

Wiart and her fiancé Stephen Dallaire recently traveled all the way to Saint-
Christophe-du-Ligneron in the province of Vendée, France – alongside 11 other 
Albertans in Wiart’s family including her parents – to take part in the largest 
family reunion ever held. The reunion saw upwards of 4,000 cousins in attendance, 
all descendents of George and Madeleine (born Clautour) Porteau, who lived in the 
1650’s in Saint-Paul-Penit, France. The previous world record reunion was held by 
an American family with 2,585 people. In the early 1900’s, a group of 11 people 
under the name Gender, descendants of the happy 17th Century couple, made their 
way across the ocean from France and settled in Alberta in order to escape 
religious discrimination, noted Wiart. 

“My family came to Canada for two reasons, the first and biggest was to avoid 
persecution,” Wiart said. “It was at a time when there was a beginning of 
separation from church and state in France and many Catholics were being killed. 

“There was a church that was burned down with something like 527 people in it 
in France, some of whom were just babies and some that I was related to also. It 
was bad enough in France and people were afraid enough to want to leave, so they 
came to Canada and settled near Erskine, Alberta. The second reason they came to 
Alberta, and not somewhere like Québec, is because the land was so cheap at the 
time and very similar to the land in France, it was easy to farm.” 

Dallaire chimed in, reflecting on how hard it must have been centuries ago with 
an anecdote about a town the couple and her parents visited while overseas. 

“We went to go see a town where a priest said for people to gather inside the 
church and pray and everything would be ok as the army was approaching,” he 
noted. “Some people didn’t believe him and ran to hide in the bushes. In the end 
the army bypassed the town and found the people in the bushes and killed them 
instead. Having faith saved some people while it killed others, so when her family 



came over from France, one was a priest and it took some time before he could feel 
comfortable revealing that to other people for fear of what happened in France. 
They built a memorial for the people in the church that burned down.” 

Wiart, who is a francophone Albertan, said she has a newfound appreciation for 
how important heritage and language are. She also said she really can appreciate 
why some people chose to leave and make a new life for themselves in Canada. 

“I remember telling my parents that I was so glad I was able to maintain my 
French and cultural language all these years because otherwise I wouldn’t have 
been able to communicate and speak clearly with a lot of the people I met,” she 
said. “It taught me how important it is to really maintain the values and language 
of your past.  

“People wanted to start a new life and get away from all the persecution in 
France. I understand why they chose to leave but I have so much respect for those 
that stayed behind too because that was a hard decision to make either way. Being 
able to communicate with them all makes sense now why it was so much more 
important for them to leave. All my relatives wanted was freedom of speech and 
freedom to practice their beliefs.” 

The reunion of families who came from the Porteaus marked a gathering of 12 
generations of descendants of all ages from a few days old to 95 years of age. The 
family tree spanned 500 metres long for all the generations in attendance at the 
reunion to see.  

Wiart is the fourth generation of Canadian descendants and 11th generation away 
from the Porteaus on her father’s side. 

The event originated with Jean-Michel Cheneau who, from the age of eleven, 
has had a passion for genealogy. With the help of his grandfather, he was able 
to go back to 1837 and then gradually he reached the year 1750. He originally 
focused on the family Porteau who lived in Saint-Paul-Mont-Penit in 1650. It is 
from there that he became interested in the many branches connecting his cousins. 

In 35 years and more than 15,000 hours of work, Cheneau and a group of 
volunteers filled a database with over 260,000 people – 90,000 of which have a 
relationship with Cheneau himself. Over the years, the branches of the family have 
come to have about 700 surnames and the genealogy has rendered a search result 
with cousins in multiple countries including Japan, China, Australia, the United 
States, Brazil and finally Canada.  



Wiart said that one of the big reasons for her wanting to attend the reunion was 
to see where her family came from and see a piece of history. 

“I wanted to start learning about my history and my family heritage because 
what we went through then affects who we are today,” Wiart said. “We were only 
13 people from Alberta who went to the reunion, but we have many more people 
who we are related too who stayed in Canada; almost 350 of us in Alberta. Being 
able to see where my family here came from and see the places our ancestors used 
to be was pretty amazing.” 

Some of the history that Wiart got to experience included visiting familial 
dwellings and learning about what her family who stayed in France had to do to 
stay alive. 

“There were some volunteers who took us up to see the homes of our ancestors,” 
Wiart said. “It was crazy because they were still standing because they were made 
of stone and that is something you just can’t see here. I was standing in and 
touching a piece of history. It’s like history is alive there because you can really 
see it in front of your eyes.” 

But it wasn’t just the history that made the experience amazing. Both she and 
Dallaire noted how well received the Canadians were throughout the whole 
experience. 

“We were treated like royalty because there were so few of us who went to 
France for this,” Wiart said. “It felt like we were celebrities and everything was 
taken care of. People wanted to talk to us and take our picture all the time. We 
couldn’t go anywhere without someone coming up to us.” 

Dallaire also found the experience to be a memorable and moving one. 

“Even though I’m not related by blood and Danielle and I aren’t married yet, 
they made me feel like part of the family, especially since I have a good 
understanding of French too,” Dallaire said. 

“They were really interested in us coming all the way from Canada and some 
people didn’t believe we came from Alberta and not a place like Québec, no matter 
how many times we tried to explain it. It was just really interesting and amazing to 
be part of something so huge and a record-breaking event. It felt like a reality 
show.” 



In the end, Wiart and Dallaire both agree that as fascinating as it is to be part of 
the Guinness World Records, it wasn’t the real reason they went. 

“We didn’t go to France to break some record, even though that was pretty 
cool,” Wiart said. “We went because we wanted to see where I came from and 
learn more about my family. For me it felt like I was going home – a home away 
from home – and I’m just happy to have had the opportunity to meet so many 
funny and interesting people and to have had an amazing experience.” 
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