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ABSTRACT

The Golden Square Mile is well known as the historic
domain of Montreal’s anglophone elite. Its idyllic setting on
the mountainside, overlooking the city and the St Lawrence
River, was a natural magnet for wealthy nineteenth-century
families, just as it had been in the days of fur traders such
as James McGill. As an urban environment, however, the Golden
Square Mile was far more complicated than the sum of its
mansions. Despite a long history of habitation by gentlemen
farmers, the "GSM" took shape only as of mid-century,
accompanying the rise of capitalist institutions and the
middle classes. Furthermore, it was the result of a
considerable amount of planning and salesmanship, which made
fortunes for some landowners and speculators even before the
first mansions appeared. The anglophone, Protestant character
of the area also had to be encouraged, reflecting a growing
cultural dichotomy within Montreal society. This thesis
considers the Golden Square Mile within the context of urban
history: it is a study of town planning, land ownership,
architecture, and social geography. It also considers the
built environment as a venue for broader social and cultural
change.

RESUME

Le Mille Carré Doré est bien connu comme le domaine
historique de la haute bourgeoisie anglophone de Montreal.
Son cadre idylliqgue sur la cote de la montagne, avec vue sur
la ville et 1le fleuve St-Laurent, attrayait 1les riches
familles du dix-neuviéme siécle, comme avait été le cas au
temps des marchands de fourrures tels gque James McGill.
Cependant, le milieu urbain du Mille Carré Doré est beaucoup
plus compliqué que la somme de ces résidences. Malgré la
présence de gentilhommes campagnards depuis longtemps, le
Mille Carré Doré ne prit forme que vers la moitié du dix-
neuvidme siécle suivant 1’ascension des institutions
capitalistes et de la classe moyenne. De plus, sa création a
été le resultat de beaucoup de planification et de
commercialisation qui a fait des fortunes pour quelques
propriétaires et spéculateurs avant méme que les premiéres
résidences soient construites. Le caractére anglophone et
protestant du secteur s’est imposé, creéeant, en effet, une
sociéte distincte. L’objectif de cette thése est de présenter
l1’histoire d‘une communauté en tenant compte de 1la
planification wurbaine, de 1la propriété fonciére, de
l’architecture, et de la géographie sociale. Elle considére
aussi l’influence du milieu urbain comme catalyseur de plus
amples changements sociaux et culturels.
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Introduction - The Golden Square Mile in Context

This is a study of the evolution of a particular space.
It deals with the physical transformation of an area measuring
roughly one square mile over the course of half a century: an
area on the southern flank of Montreal’s Mount Royal which
gradually became known first as part of the St Antoine
faubourg, then the "New Town", then the "Square Mile", and now
"Downtown". Until it was developed the area was farmland, and
knew only topographical boundaries: the heights of Mount Royal
to the north, the gentle escarpment running parallel to it to
the south, the highway leading over the mountain to the west,
and the outer limits of the St Laurent faubourg to the east.
(Map 1.] In modern terms, the boundaries of this area are:
the mountain to the north, the CPR tracks (which run along the
line of the "Dorchester escarpment", somewhat below what was
once Dorchester Street and is now Boulevard Rene-Levesque) and
Central Station to the south, Cote des Neiges Rocad to the
west, and what are now Durocher, Aylmer, and St Alexander
streets to the east. [(Map 2.]

The term "Square Mile" has traditionally been used to
define what was seen as the most exclusive residential
neighbourhood in Canada: the square mile in which could be
found the families who controlled 70% of the country’s wealth.
The prefix "Golden" is often added to imply an especially
idyllic setting; neither term was used until the 20th century,

1

long after the period covered by this study. Nevertheless,

"Golden Square Mile" is a useful unifying name for the area,

1 For a discussion of this area’s nomenclature see
Mackay, The Square Mile, p.8; Hanna, The New Town of Morntreal,
ix.



2

in part to distinguish it from other square miles, including
the better known "Square Mile of London", which refers to that
city’s financial centre. It also permits the abbreviated form
"GSM", which will be used throughout this study; as well as
being less cumbersome, "GSM" recalls the "CBD" (Central
Business District) used by many urban geographers to
distinguish a city’s downtown from its outskirts. To an
extent, it is possible to argue that the "GSM" is generic,
that most cities have one just as they have a CBD. A
neighbourhood removed from the centre, where the social elite
live in relative isolation, can be seen as a feature of urban
growth at the early stages of industrial capitalism, whether
they are called Back Bay, the Upper East Side, the New Town,
the West End, or the Bario de Salamanca. Such neighbourhoods
generally predate the modern residential suburb - though they
often coincide with the creation of urban railways - which
eventually tend to draw the city’s elite further away from the
centre, and diminish the social importance of a "GSM".

l. Analyzing the Built Environment

The purpose of this study is to consider the various
forces which contribute to the creation of a particular urban
space. As such, it attempts to remove the analysis of space
- what architects tend to call "city form" and geographers
"morphology" - from the boxes into which in the past it has
been placed by these disciplines. An inherent question is to
what extent a space is the product of overriding social
structures, and to what extent it is the result of human
agency - and 1if the latter, whether the objective was
aesthetic improvement, or merely exploitation. Most studies
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of urban form assume one or the other of these points of view;
either cities evolve "organically", or they are the deliberate
creation of either benevolent governments or a self-interested
elite. In an effort to generalize, particular circumstances
are too often overlooked; alternatively, detailed studies
which reveal human involvement can fail to take into account
the long-term effects of major social and economic change. A
compromise position, one that recognizes the importance of
human agency within a framework of broader change, will result
in a more balanced, and historically relevant, presentation of
changing space. To this end, social history has much to
offer.

The fascination which architectural historians have had
with the way cities take shape has too often amounted to an
aesthetic analysis of form with 1little regard for the
circumstances that brought it about - or at best, too great an
emphasis on the efforts of great architects and their patrons;
as a result, the broad stylistic terminology of art history -
Gothic, Renaissance, Barogque - is used to describe physical
changes of cities, and a causal link assumed between style and
structure. At other times, historical periodization appears
to serve the same end, the assumption being that political or
economic systems translate easily into the shape of buildings
and streets. Many of best known works on the physical
development of cities rely at one point or another on these
stereotypes - Lewis Mumford’s The City in History (1961),
Leonardo Benevolo’s Storia della cittA (1975), and A.E.J
Morris’s History of Urban Form (1974) - but none to a greater
and often confusing extent than Edmund Bacon’s Design of
Cities (1967), which assumes that a rational, benevolent
Zeitgeist accounts for the growth and appearance of all
cities, and it is this, rather than specific human motivation
that must be studied to understand these environments.
Alternatively, geographers and other social scientists have
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traditionally been concerned with forming theories to explain
urban development - "central place" is perhaps the best known
of these theories, and "ekistics" certainly the most bizarre -
at the expense of studying specific historical
circumstances.? The move by social scientists away from
abstraction toward a closer examination of how humans relate
in specific urban environments, be it "humanist" or Marxist in
approach, has also tended - quite appropriately - to move the
focus of study away from how cities are built. Some
geographers, in an attempt to return to this question, have
fallen into the architects’ habit of relying on broad
aesthetic and intellectual factors to explain the
peculiarities of wurban form: the well-meaning, but
historically inaccurate James E Vance’s This Scene of Man
(1977) is a case in point.

More recent scholarship has made strides to present the
development of urban form more thoughtfully, typically by
means of an interdisciplinary approach; the growing consensus
is that the techniques and outlook of social history can
contribute much to the understanding of how human spaces are
created and how people inhabit them. The leading figure in
this endeavour is the architectural historian Spiro Kostof,
who in America By Design (1987), The City Shaped (1991), and
The City Assembled (1992) shifted the emphasis from aesthetic
ideas to social groups, political structures, and popular
culture as the agents of city building - an approach, he
confessed that had more to do with social history and urban
geography than architecture.3 Another architectural

2 "Central Place" is most closely associated with Walter
Christaller, cCentral Places in Southern Germany (1966):;
"Ekistics"™ is the invention of Konstantinos Doxiades, in
Ekistics: &n Introduction to the Science of Human Settlement
(1970)

3 Kostof, The City Shaped, p.25
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historian, Mark Girouard, has done much to blend the study of
custom and behaviour with that of the built environment,
notably in The Victorian Country House (1979), and Cities and
People (1985), whose subtitle is "A Social and Architectural
History". One historian, Donald J Olsen, has reinterpreted
the aesthetic approach to urban space by considering it as
part of social history: in The City as a Work of Art (1986),
Olsen demonstrates how the nineteenth-century middle classes
of London, Paris, and Vienna rebuilt their cities to suit
their own tastes. This work toock to a level of culture and
ideclogy Olsen’s more prosaic analysis of planning and
subdivision in Town Planning in London: the Eighteenth and
Nineteenth centuries (1964); both tackle different aspects of
the building process, though with a notable absence of
cynicism regarding the motives of those with an influence on
space.

The process by which an environment takes shape is best
studied in terms of specific cities. Olsen’s Town Planning,
H.J Dyos’ Victorian Suburb (1961), and A.J Youngson’s The
Making of Classical Edinburgh (1966) all attempt to trace the
evolution of a space from the planning stage through to its
building and occupation by people and institutions. All take
into consideration the impact of broad social, economic, and
demographic changes. The scale of these studies, however,
allows for only bit parts to be played by individuals, few of
whom emerge from the myriad of forces at work, or not for more
than a brief instant. On the level of planning, individual
motivation and special interests are evident in Anthony
Sutcliffe’s The Autumn of Central Paris (1970), but in general
it is dQifficult to bring the discussion of planning and
building down to the individual level without turning it into
biography. Unless one does so at least to some degree,
however, cities can begin to appear as though they build
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themselves, as Dyos all but admits.4 To ignore the human
scale is to ignore the degree to which urban expansion is the
work of people with specific, often self-serving, agendas -
even if such agendas were largely shaped by the individual or
group’s position within a changing society.

Two works on Montreal’s urban development are good
examples of smaller scale studies, where the emphasis on
individuals and the interplay of property and entrepreneurship
gives a somewhat more subtle picture of the process. One is
Paul-André Linteau’s Maisonneuve, ou comment des promoteurs
fabriquent une ville (1981) which concerns the creation of an
industrial suburb as of the late nineteenth century, focusing
on the landowners and speculative builders who turned land
development into a hugely profitable endeavour. The other
work is Alan Stewart’s Settling an Eighteenth Century Faubourg
(1988) which presents a similar process in a pre-industrial
setting, showing how a landowning class subdivided its
property in order to create building lots, and how a class of
artisans and shopkeepers responded. A third study, David
Hanna’s The New Town of Montreal (1977) forms a good, general
overview of the process analyzed in this thesis; it is
particularly strong on the link between economic change and
housing patterns, though perhaps too charitable towards the
developers themselves, who were generally motivated less by
aesthetics than by the desire to make money, and were far from
united in their approach to land development.

In this light, Montreal’s GSM serves as a good case study
of the building process. For one thing, its growth was
relatively rapid: the years 1840 to 1895 witnessed the
complete transformation of this area from farmland into a
well-populated urban community with houses, churches, schools,
museums, and businesses. At the 1level of planning and

4 Dyos, Victorian Suburb, p.85
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building, the role of individuals, families, and corporations
can be presented in some detail. The GSM was also developed
during a period of fundamental social and economic change, and
therefore stands in sharp contrast to the communities studied
by Linteau and Stewart. Maisonneuve was clearly an industrial
space, and its development the product of mature capitalism;
in St Laurent, on the other hand, the pattern of land transfer
and settlement was governed by feudal forms of tenure. The
GSM was created during a time of transition: the emergence of
industrial capitalism, and the rapid expansion of the middle
Classes - the former being clearly a catalyst for the outward
movement of the latter. Maisonneuve attracted industry and
the working class, while St Laurent housed artisanal families
and their businesses; both communities were extensions of the
existing city and its economy. The GSM became home to the
City’s middle classes and their institutions, although at mid-
century both were comfortably ensconced in the old town. The
luring of the middle classes to the GSM required deliberate
cultivation by developers of the advantages of suburban
living; this was achieved by means of advertising and the
careful packaging of space.

At the same time, what a close reading of the GSM’s
evolution reveals is that it is highly unusual. The cultural
and political situation in Montreal had few parallels -
perhaps none, at least in North America and Europe; it is
impossible to understand the making of the GSM without an
appreciation of the complex social and ethnic divisions within
nineteenth-century Quebec society. Indeed, one of the broader
conclusions of this thesis is that there is no such thing as
a "case study" in urban history, or at any rate none that is
universally applicable; local circumstances always complicate
the process of an area’s development beyond the point of
useful generalization. However, the manner in which social
and ethnic tension helped shape the GSM as a space is
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fascinating in itself, particularly because it was subtle:
unlike much neighbourhood ethnic rivalry, it was never
expressed violently or even aggressively - or at least, not in
the GSM itself. It took the form, rather, of street plans
that recalled Anglo-Saxon elements in British cities, of the
struggle between Protestant and Catholic churches for visual
prominence within a city square, and of the ethnic division of
middle class households along class lines. Factors such as
these account for the GSM’s particular "morphology", though
they have almost nothing to do with stylistic trends or the
abstract attributes of "Victorianism".

The obverse of this point is also true, that the
development of the GSM reveals a great deal about the society
of nineteenth-century Montreal - and, by extension, that of
Lower Canada and Quebec -~ which engendered its particular
form. In claiming this, however, it is important not to fall
into the trap of assuming a link between the culture of an
urban society and its architecture and street layout, as do
the likes of Mumford, Bacon, Vance, and even to an extent,
Olsen. In the words of Spiro Kostof:

We "read" form correctly only to the extent that we
are familiar with the precise cultural conditions
that generated it. Rather than presume...that
buildings and city-forms are a transparent medium
of cultural expression, I am convinced that the
relationship only works the other way around. The
more we know about cultures, about the structure of
society in various periods of history in different
parts of the world, the Eetter we are able to read
their built environment.

We cannot know that Montreal was permeated with cultural
divisions simply because the planning of the GSM recalled that
of Edinburgh’s New Town, or because Neo-Gothic became a

5 Kostof, The City Shaped, p.10
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popular style for Protestant churches, or even because most
owners of GSM mansions were Anglican or Presbyterian while
most of their servants, at least in the early years, were
Irish Catholic. The cultural situation must be known first.
Accordingly, it informs this study, rather than being
explained by it. The story of the making of the GSM opens a
window onto many aspects of nineteenth-century Quebec society,
all of which must be factored in to understand the evolution
of this particular built environment. The wide range of
issues on which this study touches - often superficially, it
must be admitted - serves to emphasize how relevant the subtle
interweaving of class, religion, language, and gender is to
the history of this community - and, indeed, to any community.

In an attempt to analyze the variety of forces at work
making the GSM - and not to present the process either as a
purely creative act or as the mere byproduct of monumental
social change - it is crucial to separate as fully as possible
the stages of its development. Chapter I, therefore, begins
with an overview of Montreal in 1840, a time when Montreal
still consisted of the old town and some outer faubourgs, and
the GSM was but an idea; it was also a year that saw the
introduction of a number of crucial institutional changes to
Quebec society. Chapter II deals with the planning stage: a
number of private schemes devised in co-ordination with an
overall city plan, which together set the physical - and by
implication the cultural - character of the GSM. Chapter III
concerns subdivision, the first tangible transformation of the
mountainside as space, which often required considerable
strategy on the part of landowners beyond merely displaying a
building plan and offering 1lots for sale. Chapter 1V
considers the development of the GSM from the point of view of
builders and speculators who responded to this particular
building opportunity. Chapter V is an overview of the
physical GSM as it emerged over the decades, with special
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attention given to the smaller spaces - often at the level of
streets and squares - around which the community grew. The
final two chapters discuss the manner in which institutions
and residents came to locate in the GSM, giving it its very
anglophone and Protestant character which had only been hinted
at at the planning and subdivision stages. If at times this
structure fails to allow some issues the consideration they
deserve - the actual day-to-day construction of mansions and
institutional buildings, for example, or the nature of
domestic space as it was understood by both men and women - it
is to be hoped, at least, that it suggests the tremendous
variety and subtlety of the factors contributing to the making
of space.

2. Montreal and the Anglophone Elite

The emphasis placed here on religion and language as
cultural factors should not come at the expense of a
consideration of social class. Ethnicity is what made the
making of the GSM unusual, but this should not be to argue, as
some writers on the North American city have done, that it is
more significant than class as a cause of residential
differentiation.6 on the whole, Canadian historiography -
indeed, Canadian society - has been too concerned with the
effects of ethnicity; Quebec historiography has been even more
preoccupied with it, often at the expense of social change and
the nature of economic exploitation. Nevertheless, ethnicity
has been a central tenet of public life in Quebec, and

6 see for example David Ley, A Social Geography of the
City (New York, 1983), especially chapter three.
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especially in Montreal where it has taken a geographical form.
Nationalist historians in Quebec are often inclined to dismiss
the contribution of people of British origin as foreign, and
therefore ephemeral to mainstream culture; for their part,
anglophones are inclined to overemphasize their own role in
business, and in the founding of various cultural
institutions. But whatever importance Quebec anglophones are
given as historical players, in their efforts to be distinct
from francophones they have helped create a cultural dialectic
that has proven fruitful; notably, it is responsible for much
of Montreal’s physical shape. As was implicit at almost every
stage of the GSM’s development, the anglophone elite did its
best to isolate itself from the province’s mainstream - which
is not to say that it recognized the francophone majority as
a mainstream; Montreal anglophones saw themselves as a
majority culture, <citizens of a British nation and
participants in a North American commercial world. This
somewhat paradoxical view of their own identity was never more
visible than in the development of the GSM.

The cultural strength of the anglophone elite stemmed
from their disproportionate involvement in the management and
ownership of Lower Canada’s emerging urban economy. As a
British colony, political and military power was based in
Britain, which was also the major source of capital for
building canals and railways. The imperial connection gave an
advantage to people of British origin, beginning with the fur
traders of the North West Company and the merchants of the St
Lawrence valley, who enjoyed a privileged relationship with
their overseas clients. By the early nineteenth century,
local exchange was challenging fur, timber, and other staples
as the motor of the St Lawrence economy. Steamship services
operated by the Molson and Torrance families were joined by
those of the Allans, which would later develop into giant
transatlantic shipping lines. By the 1820s, Montreal was also



12

expanding its American trade links, such as the one run by the
Lyman family, originally of Vermont, importers and
manufacturers of pharmaceuticals, or that of the American
hardware supplier, Harrison Stephens. The commercial networks
established by these businesses were based on family,
national, and religious connections. The capital accumulated
in these commercial enterprises, or in successful artisanal
trades such as John Redpath’s masonry business, formed the
base of Montreal’s industrial production. Much of the impetus
for industrialization came, then, from people whose ethnicity
was neither French Canadian nor that of the ruling Anglican
elite. Americans, Scots, and others who would have been
considered non-conformists played a proportionately stronger
role in the accumulation of wealth, and consequently in the
development of the GSM.

Much of Montreal’s commercial and industrial strength was
based on its St Lawrence River location and its potential as
a forwarding, manufacturing, and service centre for the Great
Lakes region. Canals and railways, and an expanding Irish and
French labour force, added to the city’s economic growth.
Moreover, feudal tenure declined in Montreal after 1840. That
decade saw the enlargement of the Lachine Canal, to
accommodate not only more shipping but factories. The
eventual result of this expansion was a commercial and
industrial boom, but the later 1840s witnessed a short but
critical depression; this had the effect of dampening consumer
enthusiasm for new commodities - including suburban lots, as
GSM developers were to discover. By the mid 1850s, however,
this trend had been reversed, and the housing market steadily
improved along with the rest of the economy. By the 1860s,
the Montreal region had acquired rail links to New York, New
England, Upper Canada, and much of Southern Quebec, an
advantage that further stimulated industrialization. The
completion of the Victoria Bridge in 1859 gave Montreal not
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only rail connections from the Atlantic to the Great Lakes,
but a powerful symbol of triumphant capitalism and technology:
the following year this spirit was celebrated in an
exhibition, modelled after the Great Exhibition in London,
held in its own Crystal Palace, located in the heart of the
GSM. Capitalism flourished in Montreal over the course of the
next quarter century, much of it concentrated in the hands of
a few large corporations. Confederation and the building of
the Canadian Pacific Railway placed Montreal at the core of a
pan-Canadian economy.

A word must be said about the use of the term "middle
class". It has been used here instead of "bourgeoisie" for
several reasons. One is that this group was in practical
terms quite distinct from the "upper" class, which was a
tangible social force, at least at the beginning of the period
of study. Most of the GSM’s early residents did not figure
among the colonial aristocracy, but had their origins in local
commerce, transport, and industry. The distinction between
the various generations of merchants and manufacturers since
the conquest is also important, especially when considering
the development of the GSM. The people who moved to the
mountainside as of the 1840s were largely those who had risen
to prominence over the previous two or three decades - very
different in outlook from the fur traders of the late
eighteenth century, as this study will show. Furthermore, the
likes of John Redpath and Thomas Phillips, of the Torrances,
Workmans, Allans, Lymans, Gaults, Dows, and Josephs, were very
different again from the large numbers of families that rose
to positions of relative wealth and comfort in the wake of
accelerated industrialization of the 1850s. This difference
can be seen in the GSM’s pattern of settlement: in the 1840s
and 1850s and even 1860s the rate at which families moved into
GSM villas and terraced houses was slow compared to the
numbers that came as of the 1870s. Both the Redpaths et al
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and the later generation are described here as being "middle
class", although the former is often distinguished as the "GSM
elite". The "anglophone elite" or "Protestant elite" refers
to the social leaders of these groups, without regard for
social class per se. Finally, even when the middle class had
clearly become an elite, the former term is still preferable
when it comes to the GSM; however much they might resemble an
aristocracy, their attitudes towards home, community, church,
and education were those of the middle class. Like a great
many places of its kind, the GSM was a middle class suburb.
To avoid anachronism, most streets and squares mentioned
in this text have retained the names by which nineteenth-
century Montrealers would have known them: for example,
Dorchester Street (instead of Boulevard Réne-Lévesque) and
Dominion and Beaver Hall Squares (instead of Square Dorchester
and Place Frére Andre). The only exception to this is "Beaver
Hall Hill", a name not applied until the 20th century; to have
given it its nineteenth-century name, "Beaver Hall Terrace"
would lead to confusions that will become obvious. Street
names with the prefix "saint" - Alexandre, Eduard, Henri -
have generally been given an English spelling, as GSM
residents would have done, making them Alexander Street,
Edward Street, and Henry Street: only St Catherine Street
escaped the anglophone censure, although it did lose an "e" in
its new role as a GSM thoroughfare. In the text, measurements
are also uniformly given in "English" feet (instead of metres,
or the terms inherited from the French régime), as they appear
on most documents; however, some of the maps have reproduced
the French terms arpent (used as a unit of length,
approximately 209 feet) and perche (approximately 16 and a
half feet), employed by many surveyors. Finally, as was the
civil-law practice, reflected in legal documents, married
women are referred to here by their "maiden names":
accordingly, Mrs Redpath, Mrs Phillips, Mrs Lyman, and Mrs
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. Mills figure in this study as Jane Drummond, Martha Anderson,
Mary Corse, and Hannah Lyman.
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Chapter I - Montreal in 1840

In 1840 Montreal was a city on the brink of radical
change. That the year marks one of the traditional political
divisions in the periodization of Canadian history is actually
only of secondary importance to the physical transformation of
the city, although the union of the two Canadas did bring new
institutions which facilitated much of this change. This
study begins in 1840 because it was in that year that three of
the major landowners on the slopes of Mount Royal - John
Redpath, Thomas Phillips, and the Royal Institution for the
Advancement of Learning - began the process of subdividing
their estates. This process was inspired by the expectation
of order and prosperity brought about by the union, following
years of political unrest. More specifically it was linked to
the re-establishment in 1840 of a municipal government - one
which had some interest in city planning - and to the
ordinance of that year which permitted the commutation of
seigneurial tenure on the Island of Montreal. These
institutions were crucial to the GSM’s development, enabling
mountain landowners to capitalize their lands by means of
subdivision, and allowing people with sufficient means to
acquire suburban lots that were both accessible and free from
seigneurial obligations. 1840 represents a time immediately
prior to this development, when the appearance and use of land
on the slopes of Mount Royal was little different from what it
had been half a century earlier. 1840 also marks a relatively
early stage in Montreal'’s industrialization; the previous few
decades had seen the steady evolution of businesses and the
emergence of a labourforce, but the impact of industry on the
physical form of the city was as yet minimal, and the social



17

transformations wrought by industrial capitalism were still in
their infancy. The period 1840-1895 straddles the economic
transition as it pertained to Montreal, and it is no
coincidence that these years also saw the GSM take shape.

1. The Shape of the Town

In 1840 Montreal consisted of 40,000 people living and
working in what would soon be referred to as the "old town",
an area roughly two kilometres in width and less than half
that in breadth. [Map 3.] The city had seen a fourfold
increase in population since the beginning of the nineteenth
century, partly the result of a gradual rise in employment
prospects brought about by new industries and transport; more
significantly, it was due to immigration from the British
isles, which would bring the city’s anglophone population to
nearly 50 percent by mid century. On the whole, this increase
led to a much denser concentration of people than before,
rather than a physically expanding city. The old town - the
original Ville Marie plus the extra-mural faubourgs - now
contained a flourishing sector of industrial production, which
was well-distributed geographically, rather than concentrated
in the outskirts as would be consistent with the "pre-
industrial® urban model.l Manufactures that did exist at the
edge of town, such as the Molson brewery or the Ogilvie flour
mills, had not yet created working class residential areas
near them; indeed, most of the Molson family itself lived in

1 Lewis, Industry and Space, p.210. The urban model
proposed by Sjoberg (The Pre-industrial CcCity, 1960) is
discussed in the context of Montreal in Hertzog, A Stake in
the System, pp.94-95.
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the neighbourhood of the brewery, and would continue to do so
for decades. Montreal was, in short, ready for the industrial
revolution, but its geographical and visual impact so far was
minimal. Smoke from factories did not streak the air above
Montreal in 1840. The railway that would concentrate so much
economic activity in the city, and make fortunes for GSM
residents, had by then only reached the south shore of the St
Lawrence river at Laprairie. City streets were unpaved. The
provision of water was an ongoing concern, especially given
the constant risk of fire; it would not be resolved until the
1850s when the a major aqueduct system was created which
pumped water from the river up through underground pipes to a
reservoir built on the side of the mountain. Finally,
industrialization would result in a mushrooming of the city’s
population over the following five decades, a change that
would indeed bring the urbanization of the surrounding
countryside, including the GsM. 2

Despite the greater numbers, the city’s basic
topographical layout and the orientation of urban life had
changed relatively little by 1840. Place d’Armes was still
the heart of the town, surrounded on one side by the parish
church (Notre Dame) and the residence of the seigneurs, the
Sulpicians; the construction in 1819 of the Bank of Montreal
on the opposite side had merely confirmed the importance of
this square. The most important physical change to the city
in recent years was the removal of its fortifications,
undertaken from 1803 to 1817; as in many nineteenth-century
European cities, this action opened up much valuable land,
providing attractive locations for new buildings. By 1840 the
Haymarket, the Champs de Mars, Dalhousie Square, and adjoining
streets laid out on the site of the walls were lined with

2 Montreal’s population reached nearly 60,000 by the
1850s, over 140,000 by the 1880s, and a quarter million by the
end of the century.
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prestigious homes, shops, and churches, albeit with as yet

3 st James Street was becoming the

many gaps between them.
favourite address of lawyers and other professionals. New
streets had also been laid out over the democlished citadel at
the east end of town and over the site of the abandoned
Recollets monastery at the west end, while the Jesuit
headquarters had been replaced by the courthouse and jail.
The absence of the «c¢ity walls blurred earlier
distinctions between the old faubourgs and the centre. The
largest of these was the St Laurent faubourg, an area to the
north of the old centre which had been developed in the later
part of the eighteenth century and settled by a relatively
dense artisan and merchant population. A few of the newer
religious and civil institutions, including the Montreal
General Hospital and the Protestant Burial Grounds, had taken
root there. The Recollets faubourg to the west of town and
the Quebec (or St Mary) faubourg to the east had also lost a
sense of distinctness since the beginning of the century, even
as they gained population and buildings. The area east of the
Champs de Mars, which had been developed since the demolition
of the walls and citadel, was known as the St Louis faubourg;
by 1840 it had spread some distance northward along Sanguinet
and St Denis streets, where it blended with the St Laurent
faubourg. New faubourgs were emerging along the roads leading
out of town: St Mary Street, out of the Quebec faubourg; St
Joseph Street, a westward extension of Notre Dame Street; and
St Antoine Street, which meandered up the mountain and
connected with the road leading to the parish of Cote des
Neiges. The old Lachine road leading south-west from town had

3 Newton Bosworth’s Hochelaga Depicta, the most complete
description of the city at this time, refers (p.92) to what
will be the "noble" appearance of Craig, St James, and McGill
streets once the "empty spaces in each are filled up with
elegant houses".
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become the main street of a sprawling neighbourhood known as
the St Anne faubourg or Griffintown; it had been developed
since the turn of the century with an eye to the area’s
industrial potential, especially with the construction of the
Lachine canal in the 1820s. This massive public works project
provided a vital transport link with Upper Canada but the area
would not become the hub of Montreal’s industrial revolution
until after the canal’s expansion in the later 1840s. This
development would gradually turn the St Anne faubourg, which
was as yet sparsely inhabited by artisans and small-scale
merchants, into the city’s first working class area, the "city
below the hilin.4

In the decade or so prior to 1840 the outlying reaches of
these faubourgs attracted a number of well-to-do families.
Sherbrooke Street, which crossed St Laurent Street some
distance north of town, contained several large houses,
including the Baggs’ "Fairmount Villa" and John and Mary Anne
Molson’s "Belmont Hall". The bulk of the Molson family lived
on their estate near the brewery on St Mary Street. The
western part of St Antoine Street was the domain of the
equally influential Torrance family; their villa, known as St
Antoine Hall, was set like a country house amid landscaped
gardens. A number of judges and their families also had homes
at a considerable distance from town, including the Quesnels’
"Manoir Souvenir" on St Antoine Street, the McCords’ "Temple
Grove" off Cote des Neiges Road, and the Fouchers’ "Piedmont"
at the eastern foot of Mount Royal.

The increasing number of these mansions inspired some
nearby landowners to sell parcels of their own property in the
hope of attracting middle class residents. 1In 1833 Benjamin
Berthelet, the owner of a tract of land to the northwest of

4 Herbert Braun Ames, The City Below the Hill (1897).
For a detailed study of the industrialization of the St Anne
suburb, see Lewis, Industry and Space, pp.265ff.
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the St Laurent faubourg, arranged for its subdivision into
lots, which he then sold by means of auction, a tirage au
sort. Like the later GSM subdivisions further west, this
project required the services of a surveyor (J Hughes), an
auctioneer, and a notary (Etienne Guy) to arrange the deeds of

5 As many purchasers came forth, the Berthelet

sale.
subdivision could be considered a successful land transaction,
although by 1840 only a few of them had built houses on their
lots - not enough to suggest that a site so far from town
would automatically attract urban residents. Less ambitious,
but more successful in terms of developing the built
environment, was James Ferrier, who in 1839 sold portions of
his small estate on the west side of Alexander Street south of
the Berthelet subdivision; the three purchasers proceeded to
build villas on their lands, as did Ferrier himself on the
portion he retained.6 Both these real estate experiences, in
different ways, would provide useful examples for the GSM
developers of the 1840s.

These new houses, like most rarly nineteenth-century
buildings in Montreal, tended to be sober and symmetrical in
appearance, however physically imposing. Older houses,
whether of wood or stone, were distinguished by their tin
roofs, which were often bright red in colour and gleamed from
a distance - a feature that impressed most visitors. If there
was a discernable British influence to recent construction it
lay in the uniformity of its facades and the solidity of its
materials:

5 ANQ-M, Etienne Guy #2620ff, May 1833 to September 1834

6 ANQ-M, Ross #1038, 21 January 1845.
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The recent houses are almost universally built of
the greyish limestone which the vicinity of the
mountain affords in abundance...even the new stores
and warehouses are finished in the same manner,
exhibiting an appearance far more agreeable than
those which were constructed of the rough stones,
made to fit far as the mere placing of them
could do it...

This image would also characterize much of the GSM's New Town
as it emerged in the 1850s. Larger institutional buildings
were equally solid and uniform, impressing more by their size
than their design: the monumental facade of Notre Dame church
in Place d'Armes, built in the 1820s, was a case in point.8
[Figure 18.] Its much-touted "gothic" elements masked
features that were heavy rather than soaring, very different
in spirit from the 1lighter, ornate gothic of the later
nineteenth century, especially that of the Protestant GSM. 1In
1840 British rule was expressed principally by neo-classicism,
a style -equally adaptable to churches, banks, public
buildings, and grand residences. Columns graced the facades
of the Anglican parish church, the Methodist and
Congregationalist chapels, the synagogue, the Bank of
Montreal, St Ann's market, the Theatre Royal, the Customs
House, the McCord family's "Temple Grove", and, as it emerged
on the mountainside, McGill College. Most buildings lacked
this sort of adornment, but nevertheless followed the standard
square block format - from the Court House to Rasco's Hotel to
St Antoine Hall - that would prevail, even in the GSM, for

7 Bosworth, Hochelaga Depicta, p.93

8 visitors to Montreal in the 1830s, when not impressed
simply by there being a catholic church on British soil, were
struck by its size, reputedly the largest in North America.
See for example John Macgregor, British North America
(Edinburgh, 1832); Theodore Pavie, Souvenirs Atlantiques:
voyage aux Etats-Unis et au Canada (Paris, 1833); George
Henry, The Emigrant's Guide (New York, 1832); Thomas Fowler,
A journal of a tour through British America (Aberdeen, 1832).
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another two decades.

Just as Montreal’s anglophone elite had superimposed
architectural idioms from Britain on what had been a French
city, so did their institutions stand side by side with their
older, francophone, and Catholic counterparts. Two religious
bodies founded in the seventeenth century - the Hotel Dieu on
St Paul Street, and the Grey Nuns to the south of the old town
walls at the foot of St Pierre Street - were devoted to the
care of the sick, but the latter’s hopital generale should not
be confused with the Montreal General Hospital, an institution
developed by leading anglophones and built on Dorchester
Street in the early 1820s. These Catholic orders also cared
for orphans and foundlings, though some groups, such as the
Irish catholics, also had their own orphanages.g The task of
providing a Protestant eguivalent was taken up by middle class
ladies, who built the Protestant Orphan Asylum on St Antoine
Street. Education was also divided along confessional lines:
Catholic boys were taught at the Sulpician-run Colleége de
Montreal in the Recollet faubourg, and Catholic girls at the
school of the Congregation Notre Dame on Notre Dame Street,
but Protestant children suffered from the lack of cohesion
between their parents’ fragmented faiths. The Royal
Institution for the Advancement of Learning had been created
to provide schools for Protestant communities throughout Lower
Canada, but it had lost this mandate by 1840.10 Protestant
Montrealers had to content themselves with the National School
on Bonsecours Street, the British and Canadian School on
Lagauchetiére Street, and the Royal Grammar School on St James
Street; the first two of these were expressly charitable

9 Bosworth (Hochelaga Depicta, p. 124) describes an
orphan asylum lying next to the Recollets church (used by
Irish Catholics) on Notre Dame Street.

10 Frost, McGill University, p.44
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institutions, for the children (girls as well as boys) of
labourers. The Royal Institution did continue to operate
McGill College, which as yet consisted only of the Medical
Faculty, which made use of a building on St James Street and
the General Hospital:; at the end of 1839 work had begun on a
proper college building on the slopes of Mount Royal. st
James Street was also home to the Natural History Society
Museum and Library, but the Mechanics Institute and the
recently formed Mercantile Library Association had to rent
houses to accommodate their collections.

By far the most important institution in the lives of all
Montrealers, of all classes, was religion. To belong to a
congregation was much more than a matter of faith; it meant
loyalty to a select group, to social as well as theological
tradition, and even to a specific building. There was no
mistaking the symbolic importance of a church’s appearance and
location in a city where seminary and bishopric clashed over
the right to determine parish structure: having rebuilt at
great expense the parish church of Notre Dame of which they
were titular priests, the Sulpicians grudgingly agreed to the
establishment of a Catholic bishopric in Montreal: the
cathedral, however - the church of St Jacques, built in 1824
on St Denis Street at the eastern edge of the St Laurent
faubourg - could not hope to compete with the parish church
either in grandeur or location. The Sulpicians also operated
the Recollets church (the former chapel of the dissolved
Recollets community) for Montreal’s Irish population. The
city’s other episcopal religion, the Church of England, had
its parish church on the north side of Notre Dame Street, a
short distance to the east of Place d’Armes. [Figure 19.]
This building, Christ Church, was the spiritual home of the
city’s Protestant elite, claiming as it did the allegiance of
most British officials, as well as some of the most prominent
middle class families such as the McCords, the Molsons, and
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the Moffats.!! 1In the early part of the nineteenth century
it was not uncommon for Scots families to attend Anglican
services as well as Presbyterian, or even to join the Church
of England for social advancement.12 For most Scots,
however, Presbyterianism remained the sole acceptable
religion, as well as a bulwark against Anglican attempts to
monopolize Protestant civil life.l3 The High Kirk was
represented in Montreal by a modest building, erected in 1792,
with one of the finest locations in the old town: on St
Gabriel Street at the western side of the Champs de Mars,
overlooking the St Laurent faubourg and the mountain beyond.
[Figure 20.]

The nineteenth century saw further religious movements
attracting middle class membership, and competing for space in
the o0ld town. Presbyterianism began to unravel, due to
doctrinal, ethnic, or class differences: the first break from
the St Gabriel Street church came in 1803, when a splinter
group set up their own church at the western end of town,
later known as St Andrew’s. [Figure 21.] This new church came
to embrace local Presbyterians, especially those of American
origin, who disagreed with the established Church of Scotland.
In the 1820s there was a clearly perceived social distinction

11 Senior, British Regulars in Montreal, pp.153-154

12 Campbell, A History of the Scotch Presbyterian Church,
p.285. Campbell laments the numbers of families who left his
church due to uninspiring preachers in the first half of the
century; many joined the Anglicans "for social reasons".

13 Within the United Kingdom only the "established"
church had the right to perform marriages and other civil
functions until the 1830s; the Church of Scotland was tacitly
accepted by England as "established", at least for Scotland,
but this did not stop the Anglican hierarchy from asserting
its sole legitimacy in British North America. The Scots
resisted, successfully, though the issue was frequently
revived. See Campbell, A History of the Scotch Presbyterian
Church, p.205; W Stanford Reid, "The Scottish Protestant
Tradition" in Reid, The Scottish Tradition in Canada, p.122
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between the city's two Presbyterian churches: one "was
attended by the higher classes of the Presbyterian Community,
and ([the other] by the tradesmen and mechanics of the

Presbyterian faith". 14

This second congregation soon saw a
defection of the American element, who formed their own church
on St James Street in 1824. [Figure 23.] Other Presbyterians
opposed to the Church of Scotland formed their own
congregation, and in 1835 built what became known as the
Scotch Secession Church on Lagauchetiére Street in the St
Laurent faubourg. [Figure 24.] The St Gabriel Street church
was divided again in the 1830s over a minister some considered
insufficiently rigorous in his teachings{ this argument even
led to blows and the temporary closing of the church, though
eventually the splinter group built their own church, called
St Paul's, located on St Helen Street. {Figure 22.] This new
congregation included such prominent people as the Redpaths,
the Fergqusons, Peter McGill, and even the young Hugh Allan,
confirming St Paul's as a church of rigorous doctrine but
without the "tradesmen" of St Andrew's. Many of the same
people would be involved a decade later in the Free Church
movement, the result of a major split, known as "“"the
disruptions”, at the heart of the High Kirk in Scotland over
the issue of a congregation’s right to choose their own

minister.]5

Others left Presbyterianism altogether, such as
Henry Wilkes who became a Congregationalist minister and

founded a chapel on St Helen Street in 1836. [Figure 26.]1 It

14 This was according to the Honourable James Leslie,
writing in 1860, as quoted in Campbell, A History of the
Scotch Presbyterian Church, p.181

15 It was John Redpath, in fact, the pragmatic 1land
developer and speculative builder, who led the movement to
establish the Free Church; he resigned as an elder of St
Paul's, tried and briefly succeeded in bringing the St Gabriel
Street congregation to his views, and then provided the bulk
of the funds to build the COté Street Church.
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stood next to the Baptist chapel, built five years earlier.
[Figure 25.] Both these institutions attracted a wide
membership from amongst recent British and American
immigrants. This dizzying array of splinter movements points
to the centrality of religious belief in the lives of the
anglophone middle class.

Other spiritual forces were also present in the
community. Methodists had led the movement to extend the
right to register marriages, burials, and baptisms to non-
conformist churches as early as 1818.16 Catherine Embury,
daughter of the founder of American Methodism, married the
Montreal merchant Duncan Fisher and brought up her many
children in that faith; their marriages into other prominent
families such as the Torrances and Hutchisons helped spread
the Methodist network.l’ In 1821 the community built a
chapel on St James Street, which presented a respectable
alternative to Presbyterianism for any who were disenchanted
with lacklustre preaching. [Figure 27.] One of the prize
converts was the merchant James Ferrier, who cemented the
association with the marriage of his daughter to one of David
and Jane Torrance’s sons.!8 By the 1840s other Methodist
chapels had been built in the Quebec and St Ann faubourgs, but
it was the central one on St James Street that retained the
loyalty of these important families, many of whom came from

16 Mair, The People of St James, p.6

17 Armstrong, "Duncan Fisher", DCB; Mair, The People of
St James, p-.3

18 According to Campbell (A History of the Scotch
Presbyterian Church, p.327) James Ferrier was wooed by the
Methodists into attending, and then actively supporting, their
"young and struggling cause". If John Torrance were behind
the plea, it is hard to picture Methodism as either young or
struggling, but Ferrier’s family remained in the fold even
when Torrance’s sons (Frederick William, at any rate) turned
back to Presbyterianism.
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the western extreme of the city or the mountain to take part
in the evangelical zeal. Many prominent families, however,
moved in the other religious direction, and joined an
organization that not only tolerated various forms of worship
but did not discourage membership in other churches:
Unitarianism.19 Although for much of the first half of the
century Unitarianism was seen as a pariah - to judge from the
invective hurled at it from most pulpits and from Tories, both
of whom saw the movement as anti-establishment in every sense
- the presence of the Workmans and Frothinghams and Stephens
families among its ranks hardly suggested a hotbed of social

20 1n 1840 Unitarians still lacked a place of

radicalism.
worship, but they would soon become the first religious group
to build in the GSM. The reverse was true for Montreal’s
Jewish population: in 1838, after years in a small building in
the old town, the Congregation Shearith Israel established a
synagogue on Chenneville Street in the St Laurent faubourg,
where a number of prominent Jewish families already lived.21
[Figure 28.] This spot would remain the centre of Judaism in
Montreal for another half century, even though by then leading
families such as the Josephs, of which the rabbi was a member,
had long since moved to the slopes of the mountain.

Like the synagogue, Notre Dame, Christ Church, St
Gabriel’s Presbyterian, and the St James Street Methodist

chapel were all symbolic centres of specific communities,

19 john Frothingham, an enthusiastic supporter of
Unitarianism, and who left the church $1000 in his will,
nevertheless was a member of St Andrew’s Presbyterian church
to the end of his life. This was part of the paradox of the
movement, according to Philip Hewett (Unitarians in Canada
p.15).

20 Hewett, Unitarians in Canada, p.24.

21 Greenbaum, "The Chenneville Street Synagogue of 1838",
p.7
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though their congregations were scattered about town. The
central importance of religion to any notion of ethnicity in
1840 makes it difficult to assess other divisions within
Montreal society:; members of the St Gabriel Street church may
have looked down their noses at those of St Andrew’s because
the latter were "tradesmen", but whether they would have
looked further down at Unitarians, or Catholics, or Jews, or
only at tradesmen in general, is far from clear. Segregation
along class lines occurred at the level of each institution,
making the position of one’s rented pew a matter of status in
certain churches.22 With industrialization, class
differences were increasingly reflected in spatial
segregation: the middle class suburb, and of course its
working class counterpart. The GSM would attract residents of
all creeds, and many nationalities, but not members of the
working class except for servants. The GSM would comprise a
culture that transcended earlier denominational differences,
even though virtually all the old town congregations, and most
of its Protestant institutions, would move uptown with all
their mutual rivalries intact. But this culture, this new
sense of community, resulted from more complex factors than
mere snobbery; its Protestant and anglophone character would
be at least as important to its residents as its middle-class
status. The most celebrated social division between
Montrealers, the linguistic one, would also be central to the
creation of the GSM, but it had no geographical reality in
1840, despite some tendency for francophone middle class
families to settle in the St Louis faubourg and for their
anglophone counterparts to follow the Ferriers along Alexander
and Bleury streets. That the mountain slope became the focus
of anglophone settlement had little to do with the existing

22 Pews were often reserved by notarial contract; see for
example those of Christ Church: ANQ-M, John Carr Griffin
#14211, 9 December 1856.
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situation in the old town; it stemmed, rather, from a certain
mythology surrounding the mountain and its former inhabitants,
one which was carefully exploited by landowners and developers
in the years following 1840.

2. "A Very Conspicuous Object"”: The Mountain

Bosworth’s description of Mount Royal in 1839 echoes that
of most visitors to the city who tended to be impressed by its
bulk, especially when seen from a choice vantage point such as
the Champs de Mars or across the river.23 Artists trained
to be appreciative of the "sublime" often exaggerated its
rather modest height, depicting it as a great craggy mound
with the town huddled at its base.?% [Figure 1.] The view
from the mountain itself was also de rigueur for passing
artists and adventurous tourists, but the climb was by no
means easy; to reach it required a journey into the
countryside, and the public road that travelled some distance
up its slopes would still leave a visitor to negotiate a steep
kilometre of dense forest to the summit. The experience was
clearly worth the trouble, however; all early visitors were
highly impressed, both by the view itself and by the majestic

23 Bosworth, Hochelaga Depicta, p.88

28 There is a vast literature on the impact of
Romanticism on poetry and landscape painting in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; one of the clearest
discussions of this development is in Andrew Wilson, Turner
and the Sublime (Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, and the Yale
Centre for British Art, New Haven, 1980). The notion of the
"sublime" as an experience of awe when confronted by nature
was classically expressed by Edmund Burke, Philosophical
Inquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the
Beautiful (1757).
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environment which surrounded them, particularly so close to
civilization. 1Indeed, their raptures indicate how important
the culture of the sublime was to the nineteenth-century
appreciation of nature. Whereas for centuries the wilderness
had represented an obstacle to human endeavour, now it was
seen as an antidote to the corrupt artifice of urban life.
Nature had become a moral force, even a spiritual one, and to
journey into its most rugged and inaccessible parts was to
experience most vividly the wonder of creation. Mount Royal
was the best place in the Montreal region where this wonder
could be evoked, and so was an obvious focus of pilgrimage; in
1850 it even attracted the period’s most famous proponent of
nature, Henry David Thoreau. 29 The mountain was also an
object of veneration for Montrealers, especially middle class
Protestants, whose contacts with philosophical movements in
Britain and the United States often inclined them to nature
worship.

At the same time, it was always in the best interests of
landowners to protect the mountain from too casual human
contact. Even as promoters actively encouraged settlement on
its upper slopes, as of the 1840s, they were careful to
preserve a fine line between what was accessible - or what
could be made accessible for those able to afford the land -
and what would remain exotic wilderness. Both terrains were
owned by the same people; most mountain estates ran from about
the level of the escarpment (some one hundred metres above St
Antoine Street) right up the southern slope and over the
summit. This control of the mountaintop by the owners of the
farms below was a crucial factor in the development of the
GSM: it allowed promoters to capitalize lands on the southern
slope without having constantly to look upwards, as it were,
over their shoulders. The mountain was the GSM’s best asset,

25 Collard, The Days That Are No More, p.266



32

forming as it did a magnificent backdrop to its homes. Just
as it capped that view, the mountain would set a limit on
residential expansion, and thereby maximize property values.
Some of the early visitors that climbed to the top expressed
the wish for better paths and perhaps a chalet in which to
rest before starting down again; such sentiments would later
help inspire the creation of Mount Royal Park in the 18705.26
Any changes to the mountain, however, would only occur on the
landowners' terms. To them, the mountain's primary function
was to lend a sense of aloofness to the adjoining lands, and
to enhance the view of homes lying just below.

The mountain also contributed to the landowners' image by
sheltering the farms on the lower slopes from the worst cof the
winter weather, making their fertility a matter worthy of
comment by early visitors:

Between the Mountain and town of Montreal, there
are a great many very fine gardens and orchards,
abounding g}th a variety of fruit of the very first
quality...

Since the late eighteenth century, these desirable lands had
been the property of what can best be described as "gentlemen
farmers", merchants and professionals who acquired estates on
the mountainside to serve as summer residences, where they
could enjoy the fine views and fresh air, and harvest crops
without any pretence of making a living at it. These narrow
farms contained both grazing fields, generally on the lower,

26 Benjamin Silliman, Remarks made, on a short tour,
between Hartford and Quebec in the Autumn of 1819 (New Haven,
1820); Theodore Dwight, The Northern Traveller (New York,
1825); Theodore Pavie, Souvenirs Atlantiques: voyage aux
Etats-unis et au Canada (Paris, 1833). Pavie describes being
attacked by a snake on the way to the summit, but is otherwise
impressed.

27 Hugh Gray, Letters from Canada (London, 1809), p.150



33

flatter portions, and orchards, on the higher, steeper land.
Lanes ran up from St Antoine Street, past the one or two-
hectare vergers at the crest of the escarpment, and across the
fields to the large, comfortable residences that crowned each
of the mountain estates. These homes were typically large
one-and-a-half-storey stone farmhouses with sharply inclined
gabled roofs, each surrounded by an enclosed yard with barn
and stables. They would have been easily seen from town,
familiar to Montrealers as symbols of lives of prosperity.
At the beginning of the nineteenth century these estates
were nearly all owned by various members of the North West
Company, who had retired from the fur trade to live their
later years in rural comfort. [Map 4.] It was their legacy,
as gentlemen farmers, that particularly coloured any
perception of the mountain as residential space by 1840. The
"Nor’westers" have figured prominently in Montreal’s
anglophone culture, to a degree quite out of proportion with
their actual contribution to nineteenth-century society. No
figure set his mark on the mountainside more distinctly than
James McGill. From an ambitious Glasgow artisan family,
McGill came to North America as a young man and rose quickly
in the business world. He made numerous large purchases of
land about the Canadas, but it was the strip of farmland on
the slope of Mount Royal, which he called Burnside, purchased
in the 1790s, that he made his second home. A portrait of
McGill [Figure 2.] reveals him as a prosperous burgher, a man
of solid character and serious interests, to judge by the book
which he holds, his finger between the pages as though he had
been interrupted in his reading by the artist, and by the
faint disdain on his lips, as though he were mildly annoyed to
have been so interrupted. In the background is a view of
Montreal, or at least enough aspects to make it recognizable:
the mountain, the port, the church of Notre Dame, and - as
though it were comparable in significance to the rest - the
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Burnside farmhouse. The inclusion of this house serves
primarily to remind the viewer of a place dear to James
McGill’s heart, but its prominence in the painting also makes
it McGill’s most important attribute, the way the subjects of
Renaissance portraits are surrounded by objects which
symbolize their occupations or virtues. It is significant
that Burnside, rather than some aspect of the fur trade or
especially of McGill’s extensive political career - he served
in the local militia, in the Legislative Assembly and on the
Executive Council - should have been chosen to represent the
man. The estate was obviously more than a favourite summer
retreat; it represented McGill’s success in a way that no
other achievement in his life could do.

The other gentlemen farmers of the North West Company
attached similar importance to their mountain estates. James
McGill married Charlotte Guillimin, widow of another prominent
fur trader, Amable Desriviéres. His sons inherited the
Desriviéres estate, often known as "la ferme de la montagne",
which lay some distance to the west of Burnside; at the
beginning of the nineteenth century the eldest son, Frangois,
purchased another, smaller farm lying immediately to the east
of McGill’s land.28 At about the same time, McGill’s
business partner Isaac Todd bought the estate to the west of
"la ferme de la montagne", and another fur trader, Alexander
Mackenzie, acquired the one beyond that. Like McGill, they
retreated to their farmhouses in the summer to enjoy the view
of the St Lawrence river valley and to supervise the apple
crop. Mackenzie’s urban tastes for Montreal, and especially
London, increasingly kept him away from the farm, and in this
respect he differed from McGill; his 1love of pleasure,
however, put him in very much the same camp as two other fur

28 ANQ-M, Bedouin #5012, 4 November 1836 and #5026, 30
November 1836
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traders who acquired land on the mountain. Joseph Frobisher
and Simon McTavish brought the social world of Montreal onto
the slopes of Mount Royal, entertaining there frequently on a
lavish scale. Both were bachelors, as was Mackenzie; all
three married only late in life, to women much younger than
thenmselves. This lifestyle was in marked contrast to the
image of sober prosperity cultivated by James McGill; it was
even further removed from the family-centred domesticity of
typical mountain residents half a century later. Despite this
variety of behaviour, a link was established between the fur
traders’ leisured lives and the ground they inhabited; they
were men whose public image was largely defined by the
location and appearance of their country estates. Such a link
would serve future GSM residents well.

Frobisher and McTavish, furthermore, did their best to
transform the essentially rural nature of their estates to
suit this image. Plans and descriptions of Frobisher’s home,
which he named Beaver Hall, suggest that it was a long,
rambling wooden house surrounded by barns and stables;
Frobisher added a "spacious garden" behind the house, one
which reputedly contained a maze based on the one in Hampton
Court.29 McTavish went one step further by constructing a
second house - what would have been, in effect, his third
residence, given that he had a place in town - considerably
higher up the mountain from the old farmhouse. It was to
resemble his neighbours’ homes only in its tin roof; it stood
at least a whole storey taller and measured well over one
hundred feet wide, so that it was bigger even than Beaver Hall
in every way. It can be seen in the background of a print
depicting Burnside [Figure 3.] where it resembles some sort of

29 gee the plan by Jacques Viger (ANQ-M, Cartothéque: CN
601/353/974.5) and the inventory ordered by Martha Anderson
(ANQ-M, Ross #487, 29 June 1842); ANQ-M, Lukin #2384, 17
January 1832; Mackay, The Square Mile, p.l9.
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gloriette or petit trianon; nevertheless, it is clearly a much
larger building, and more striking: its massive chimneys serve
to emphasize its height, and the two cylindrical wings on each
side recall the martello towers in front of the Sulpicians’
fort de la montagne to the west. McTavish was in the process
of completing this mansion in 1804 when he suddenly died.
Like the fate of one of his countrymen, nothing became
McTavish’s life like the leaving of it; the unprecedented,
almost excessive scale of the building project, its sudden
abandonment, and rumours about the cause of his death left a
fascinating legacy for the McTavish "castle". It stood empty
for half a century, its ruinous form crowning the northward
view from town like a feudal stronghold, its ghosts figuring
prominently in local lore. McTavish was buried behind the
house, adding to the area’s mystique.

James McGill left a very different sort of legacy. In
his will he bequeathed Burnside to the Royal Institution for
the Advancement of Learning with the proviso that it be used
to build a college that would bear his name. The land was not
meant to provide income to fund a college elsewhere; the
Burnside that dominated the background of McGill’s portrait
was intended as the actual site of a place of learning.
Whether or not it was a suitable site does not appear to have
concerned him; certainly the thought of building so far from
town proved a deterrent to the Royal Institution for nearly
three decades. There is some irony in that today James
McGill’s name is known the world over - irony because the
university has very little to do with the man, and although it
was built on his estate, it has nothing to do with McGill’s
beloved Burnside. In the end the Royal Institution dispensed
with the old house and its grounds altogether, and sold much
of the land to pay for the college. Despite this blatant
departure from McGill’s wishes, he was regularly referred to
as "the founder", putting him in the company of John Harvard
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and Elihu Yale. The mythology surrounding James McGill has
been further developed by the university, which sings songs in
his praise and even moved his tomb to a place of honour on the
campus.30 Like those of Simon McTavish, James McGill’s
physical remains came to rest in, and gave an additional aura
of importance to, the ground in which the GSM would later take
root.

These early landowners were all dead by 1820, and their
young widows and children had generally moved elsewhere. The
exception was Charlotte Guillimin who continued to reside at
Burnside while the Royal Institution debated what to do with
her husband’s bequest. By this time her own family had become
the area’s largest landowners, possessing four of the large
farms on the mountain slope, plus some smaller lands purchased
from the Durocher estate to the north-east of Burnside.
Charlotte Guillimin’s grandson, named James McGill Desriviéres
in honour of her second husband, had married Joseph
Frobisher’s daughter and resided at Beaver Hall.31 His
uncle, Frangois Desriviéres, opted to contest his step-
father’s bequest, given the Royal Institution’s apparent

reluctance to build a college on the estate. 32

The ensuing
legal battle resulted in the almost complete disappearance of
the family from the area. By refusing to surrender Burnside
after his mother’s death, Francois Desriviéres forced McGill’s
executors to take the case to the Privy Council in London,
which eventually decided in their favour and he was obliged to
vacate the premises. A second suit had to be launched against

him over the possession of £10,000 which McGill had promised

30 Frost, McGill University, apendix.
31 gee ANQ-M, Lukin #2384, 17 January 1832.
32 For the complete account of this contestation, see

Frost, McGill University, chapter two, and MacMillan, McGill
and its Story, chapter three.
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the Royal Institution upon completion of the college - a
condition they claimed to have fulfilled by arranging for the
establishment of McGill College in 1821, even though it did
not hold classes until 1829 or begin construction on the site
until 1839. Desriviéres was dead by the time this second case
was settled, in 1836, by which time the £10,000 had become
almost £22,000, the interest having been calculated over
twenty three years.33 In order to pay this inflated sum, his
heirs were obliged to liquidate their assets; by the end of
the year they had sold "la ferme de la montagne", their
Durocher lands, and the strip of land adjoining Burnside.34
James McGill Desriviéres had already encountered financial
problems and had sold the Beaver Hall estate in 1832.

During these years of litigation, much of the land on the
mountain slope was left in the hands of tenant farmers. Even
after it came into the possession of Burnside the Royal
Institution, whose board consisted of public officials who met
in Quebec, let it out to local farmers; so too did the heirs
of McTavish and Mackenzie, now resident in England and the
United States respectively.35 The image of the gentleman

33 In its decision of June 1825, the Court of King’s
Bench set the rate of interest on the sum of £10,000 at 5% per
annum calculated from December 1816 (officially when the
government agreed to create the college) to May 1823 (when the
suit for the money was brought against Desriviéres), and then
at 6% calculated from then until the sum was paid. (MUA, RG.4
- €.437/11073.) In October 1836, the Royal Institution
calculated the total interest on these terms when it was
considering a settlement by the Desriviéres heirs, and reached
a figure of £11,621.18.4. See MUA, RG.4 - c.437/11082:
Resolution made by the Royal Institution, 26 October 1836.

34 aNg-M, Bedouin #5012, 4 November 1836 and #5018, 18
November 1836 and #5020, 19 November 1836 and #5626, 30
Novenmber 1836.

35 Mua, RG.4 - c.56/343: Henry May to the Royal
Institution, 27 May 1839. ANQ-M, Lacombe #1855, 28 August
1845; AN-Q, Henry Griffin #20299, 21 December 1843
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farmer continued to attract wealthy individuals to the
mountain, most notably James Reid, chief justice for the
district of Montreal from 1823 to 1837, one of James McGill'’s
executors, and a governor of McGill College. Reid purchased
part of the old Todd estate, a gently sloping field with a
good-sized farmhouse, though it lacked the height and the
orchard setting enjoyed by most other mountain homes; neither
he nor the other merchants and judges who acquired the smaller
farms nearby appear to have spent much time there.36 The
only mountain landowner who appears to have actually lived on
his estate during this period was John McGregor, who described
himself as a "gardener"; McGregor purchased the triangular
farm near Cote des Neiges Road in 1826. This land, often
referred to as the habitant farm, was worked by its owner, who
would go on doing so into the 1860s, by which time the rest of
the GSM had lost all traces of its rural past.37

The departure of the Desrividres family in the late 1830s
meant that the mountainside was now almost entirely owned by
anglophones. [Map 5.] This homogeneity coincided with a
period of resurging British confidence after their victory in
the rebellions of 1837-38. The rebellions and their aftermath
underlined the ethnic differences within this society, and
served as an impetus to spatial segregation; the GSM would
emerge in response to a need for a distinct anglophone area
within Montreal. Although they had become the landlords of
Burnside in 1829, it was only in 1838 <that the Royal
Institution began seriously to consider constructing a proper
college building on the mountainside. This move was also due
to pressure from John Bethune, the new college principal who
was also rector of Christ Church and an outspoken promoter of

36 see ANQ-M, Gibb #5630, 6 September 1842

37 see ANQ-M, Lacombe #888, 7 May 1841
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the Anglican faith.38 Bethune convinced the Royal
Institution not merely to refit McGill's old farmhouse, but
rather to construct a grand new building on the higher part of
the Burnside estate.39 Such a structure, especially with its
mountain backdrop, would truly distinguish McGill College from
the French and Catholic educational establishments in town; it
would also provide an important counterpart to the Sulpicians'
grand seminaire being planned for their mountain domain
further to the west.

Crucial to the plan for McGill College, and to the later
subdivision schemes of other 1landowners, was Sherbrooke
Street, which was extended across the slope of the mountain in
1838. Indeed, the landowners that promoted this extension may
well have had the development of their own estates in mind
already, given that the street departed considerably from the
angle at which it ran in the St Laurent faubourg, cutting
across the long mountain farms at an exact ninety degrees,
which lent itself to the surveyor's grid. All the proposals
for McGill's new college building showed it at the head of an
avenue leading up at right angles from Sherbrooke Street.40
[Map 21.] The roads to the McTavish, Deriviéres, and
Mackenzie farmhouses now ran straight up from this new
thoroughfare, rather than meandering up across escarpment and
fields from St Antoine Street, a kilometre to the south.
Better access increased the value of these locations, and made
Sherbrooke Street an obvious site for future settlement.

38 For details of Bethune's attempts to turn McGill
College into a narrowly Anglican institution, see Frost,
McGill University, p.73.

39 MUA, RG.4 - c.3: Board of Governors Minutes, 10 May
1838

40 Only one of these designs has survived, but
descriptions confirm their similarity. See MUA, RG.4 -
¢.56/343: Royal Institution correspondence, 1838-39
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These improvements would have been of special interest to
the new owner of "la ferme de la montagne", John Redpath.41
Unlike most of the previous mountain landowners, Redpath’s
background was not in trade but in construction; although he
had invested profitably in mining, transport, and banking, his
fortune had been made as a contractor for such major projects
as Notre Dame Church and the Lachine canal. Redpath’s
training as a mason would have inclined him to visualize open
space in three dimensions. He also reversed the practice of
seasonal occupation by moving into the old Desriviéres
farmhouse - which he named "Terrace Bank" - along with his
wife, Jane Drummond, their infant daughter, and several
children from his first marriage. With the echoes of
McTavish, Mackenzie, and McGill all around them, the Redpaths’
move could be seen purely as social advancement, answering the
call of the gentleman farmer. John Redpath, however, was only
forty years old when he acquired his estate, and his career as
an industrialist would not really blossom for another decade
and a half. James McGill and his colleagues, despite
remaining active politically and socially, had essentially
retired to the countryside after lucrative careers; such
behaviour had been typical of successful merchants for
centuries. Redpath, by contrast, was a prominent member of a
group of entrepreneurs that had gained their wealth at various
commercial, artisanal, and industrial pursuits since the
1820s. Jane Drummond, moreover, was only twenty in 1836, and
had over seventy years’ residence at Terrace Bank ahead of
her, during which time she would act as a pillar of the
anglophone community. Although in the course of later land
sales the Redpaths would retain sufficient quantities of

41 Redpath purchased the estate in 1836 from the heirs of
Frangois Desriviéres for £10,000 which he paid in ten annual
instalments to the Royal Institution, to whom the Desriviéres
were indebted; see ANQ-M, Bedouin #5026, 4 November 1836.
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orchard and garden to ensure that their home would remain
aloof from any nearby houses, Terrace Bank soon lost its
resemblance to a country estate and became a suburban villa;
in the 1860s the house would even be rebuilt in the more
fashionable style of GSM mansions.

Although they had seen more regular habitation in recent
years than those on the higher ground, the estates on the
escarpment were also taking on a more middle class, and
clearly anglophone, character by the 1830s. With the
exception of Joseph Maurice Lamothe, a "captain in the Indian
Department of Lower Canada", the landowners in this area were
uniformly anglophone merchants: Archibald Ferguson, Andrew
Shaw, and John Easton Mills. Like Redpath, they lived on
their estates with their families, and were pillars of middle
class society.42 The most important of these landowners was
Thomas Phillips, who had purchased the Beaver Hall estate from
James McGill Desriviéres in 1832.%3 Like Redpath, with whom
he had often been a business partner, Phillips had a
background in masonry and construction, having played a key
role in the building of the Lachine Canal; he was also the
owner of a brewery in the St Laurent faubourg. He shared
Redpath’s aptitude for shaping space, which would serve hinm
well in his later attempts to impose a striking urban design
on the area around his home. After some years of neglect,
Beaver Hall was a shadow of its former glory, but Phillips,
his wife Martha Anderson, and their many children had turned
the site of fur trader festivities into a middle class home,
complete with pianoforte in the drawing room, landscape
paintings on the | walls, and mahogany furniture.%

92 ANQ-M, Bedouin #6075, 15 September 1843; Lacombe
#2150, 2 March 1847; Pelton #824, 30 August 1839

43 ANQ-M, Lukin #2384, 17 January 1832

44 ANQ-M, Ross #487, 29 June 1842
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Subdivision would set a process in motion whereby the entire
mountainside would be remade in this domestic image.

In 1840, however, subdividing the mountain was by no
means an obvious thing for a landowner to do. Whatever
possibilities were suggested by the extension of Sherbroocke
Street it would clearly take more than improved access to
attract new residents there. The mountain was still distant
from the city, and despite middle class encroachment along the
escarpment, the higher ground near Terrace Bank and Burnside
house was popularly associated with rich gentlemen farmers.
It would take some effort on the parts of people like Redpath
and Phillips to turn the resonance of names like McGill and
McTavish into an advantage. If the mountain was seen as the
home of gentlemen, then it was necessary to convince ambitious
merchants and industrialists that they, too, could live that
way. If the mountain was seen as far away, then it became
important to show that the middle class could be brought to
the mountain. If the mountain was seen as wild and mystical,
then it was vital to convince people that to live near a wild
and mystical place - without necessarily having easy access to
it - was a desirable thing. The land developers of the 1840s
had an area blessed with natural features and a rich history:
this would give their subdivision schemes an edge over those
of Benjamin Berthelet a decade earlier. The opportunity for
real change, however, came only in 1840, when new political
and social institutions unlocked doors for the likes of
Redpath and Phillips.
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3. Institutional changes

The Special Council which was set up in 1838 following
the suppression of the rebellions undertock an investigation
of all institutions it considered suspect. Feudalism, having
withstood the challenge from the radical reformers who wished
to see 1t abolished, now faced similar pressure from
anglophone merchants and industrialists who had the ear of the
Special Council. The most influential among this elite, all
of whom had opposed the Rebellion and even taken up arms
against it, had arqued for years that their obligations as
censitaires impeded the capitalist development of their
lands.%® The pressure they now exerted was mitigated
somewhat by the cautious nature of the colonial government and
its 1longstanding relationship with the seigneurs of Lower
Canada, especially those of the island of Montreal, the
Seminary of St Sulpice. The Special Council satisfied the
anglophone political agenda in 1840 by re-establishing a
municipal government for Montreal - with a member of the
Special Council, Peter McGill, as mayor - and by legislating
the union of the two Canadas, which it was hoped would
diminish the influence of francophones. On the social and
economic front there was compromise: the legitimacy of feudal
institutions was upheld, even as mechanisms for replacing them
were set in motion. The most significant innovation for the
GSM was the Ordinance of 1840, which allowed the Sulpicians to
enforce their seigneurial rights, but also enabled Montreal
censitaires to convert their lands into freehold tenure. The
capital involved usually limited this option to the wealthiest
landowners, a group which included those on the flank of the

45 Young, In Its Corporate Capacity, pp.43ff
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mountain.

The importance of commutation can be discerned from the
haste with which the owners of GSM lands converted their
properties to freehold tenure. Table 1, which lists the major
acts of commutation pertaining to the GSM in chronological
order, has an entry as early as September 1840, when James
Ferrier commuted his family estate on Alexander Street; his
neighbours Smith and Pawson, whose lands he had sold to them

the year before, soon followed suit.%6

This promptness is
understandable in a period of rising markets, given that
commutation was based on the value of a property.47 Ferrier,
who owned many other lucrative properties in Montreal, had his
private estate on Alexander Street commuted first. Other GSM
landowners who lived on their estates - John James Day, John
McGregor, Thomas Kay - appear to have been similarly
motivated. Non-resident landowners, however, such as the
Corse brothers or Thomas McKay, were just as keen to commute
their properties. The Royal Institution was something of an
exception; they did not have the McGill College Campus
comnuted until 1874.%8

Most GSM 1landowners, however - including the Royal
Institution when it was in the business of subdivision -
understood that commutation was a pre-requisite for selling
land. Marguerite Fouquet was the first landowner in the GSM
to take real advantage of commutation; she commuted her estate

- a narrow strip running alongside Mountain Street - in

46 ANQ-M, Lacombe #756, 15 September 1840 and #775, 21
October 1840 and #779, 26 October 1840

47 Young, In Its Corporate Capacity, p.91

48 MUA, RG.4 - ¢.437/11080: commutation for the Royal
Institution, 28 February 1874 (Notary: J. Bonin)
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October 1840 and began to sell parts of it one month later.49
When purchasers appeared interested in the vast McTavish and
Mackenzie estates, in 1843 and 1845 respectively, the owners’
Montreal agent, Hugh Taylor, arranged for commutation before
selling them.%0 Alexander Miller commuted his Dorchester
Street estate on the same day (7 September 1841) that he sold
it to Charles Phillips.51 Not all lands sold in the years
following the Ordinance were commuted first, however; for
example, when Charles Phillips bought his 11 hectare farm to
the north of Dorchester Street from James Reid in September
1842, it remained "subject to cens et rentes and lods et
ventes until commuted the following December.®? Landowners
wishing to subdivide always commuted their estates, though not
necessarily the entire estate at once; the Royal Institution
only commuted the parts of Burnside they wished to sell, while
Redpath’s several commutations reflected the various stages in
his subdivision agenda. [Map 11.] The lots offered for sale
on Redpath’s estate were considerably more desirable pieces of
property to the anglophone middle class than those that had
been available from the nearby Berthelet subdivision since
1833. They also had an advantage over the Royal Institution
lots. As James Ferrier advised his colleagues on the Board of
the Royal Institution in 1845, "a strong prejudice exists in
the minds of the public against titles of a seigniorial

49 ANQ-M, Lacombe #780, 26 October 1840; see reference in
Joseph Belle #6241, 25 January 1844

50 ror the McTavish estate, see ANQ-M, Lacombe #1481, 9
December 1843; Henry Griffin #20299, 21 December 1843. For
the Mackenzie estate, see ANQ-M, Lacombe #1855, 28 August
1845; Gibb #8315, 13 October 1845 and #8386, 10 November 184S5.

51 ANQ-M, Lacombe #970 and Ross #258, both 7 September
1841

52 ANQ-M, Gibb #5630, 6 September 1842; Lacombe #1288, 10
December 1842
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character for Property of Value in citiesv.33 Despite this
advice, the Board chose to convey their lots under a form of
leasehold tenure, charging an annual ground rent which they
hoped would bring them a regular income; as Ferrier had
predicted, the response was lukewarm. (See Chapter III).

The Registry Act of 1841, another of the Special
Council’s innovations, brought further changes to 1land
transactions by forcing owners to register all claims to their
properties. By acknowledging only those rights that had been
registered, the Act lessened ambiguities between family and
contract law under the Custom of Paris, facilitated mortgages,
and clarified ownership. It did, however, complicate
Redpath’s subdivision plans, which he put on hold in the
spring of 1841 while he made arrangements with the children
from his first marriage; in return for land or other gifts
they formally surrendered all claims to the estate he wished
to sell.54 A widow’s right of dower was a more frequent
matter. When Thomas Phillips died in June 1842 just as he was
about to begin the subdivision of the Beaver Hall estate,
Martha Anderson was obliged to renounce any claim she might
have - or which it might be construed she might have - given
that the couple had no written marriage contract and so by
default their property was held under the communaute de biens
regime.55 Although it complicated the subdivision process,
in the long run the Registry Act facilitated sale of these
estates.

The newly re-incorporated municipal government was
equally instrumental in shaping the GSM, especially through
the Committee on Roads and Improvements. This committee co-

53 MuA, RG.4 - c.438/11070: Report by Ferrier et al to
the Board of the Royal Institution, 7 August 1845

54 ANQ-M, Bedouin #5713, 10 July 1841

55 ANQ-M, Ross #494, 11 June 1842
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ordinated the city’s physical development by issuing
guidelines for laying out streets and squares, by purchasing
land for public use, and above all by establishing a vision of
the city, one whose values the GSM would come to perscnify.
Like the municipal government in general, the committee’s
membership was disproportionately anglophone. Its vision was
practical and rational, a deliberate radical departure from
what was seen as the topographical legacy of the ancien
regime: the broad straight lines of new thoroughfares would be
very much by way of contrast to the congested streets of the
old town. Two of the most influential figures on the
Committee were John Redpath and Thomas Phillips, who were
also, not co-incidently, in the vanguard of the GSM’s
development. A third figure was John Ostell, the city
surveyor, whose task was to design the city plan that would
incorporate these new guidelines, and who would be the obvious
choice for mountain landowners wishing to subdivide their own
estates. Ostell also became the chief surveyor for the
Sulpicians, assessing lands for censitaires seeking to have
their lands commuted. As such, Ostell and his work lay at the
heart of the GSM‘s development - above all at the planning
stage, but also as an architect, a speculative builder, and a
resident of the GSM for over thirty years. As this study will
show, the GSM was composite and complex, like Ostell himself.
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Chapter II - Planning the Golden Square Mile

The Committee on Roads and Improvements set to work
sometime in the latter part of 1840 to devise a city plan.1
Like most works of modern urban planning, it sought to impose
order onto what had hitherto seemed haphazard: in his study of
the St Laurent faubourg, Alan Stewart characterizes the
opening of streets during the eighteenth century as a process
of negotiation, not planning.2 In the 1840s, negotiation
between landowners was still occasionally required in order to
open certain streets, but the city plan provided an overall
structure within which individual planners could operate. It
also provided opportunities for profitable real estate. With
the municipal government ready to purchase land for public
use, private land that was well-situated took on an additional
importance, as the members of the Committee on Roads and
Improvements, particularly major landowners such as John
Redpath and Thomas Phillips, understood well. The
relationship between the early subdivision plans of these
landowners and the evolution of the city plan is an indication
of how well the interests of developers were served by the
Committee, and by the new municipal government in general.
The planning of the GSM is a study in accommodation, by a
landowning elite, for their mutual enrichment. Landowners had
served on similar committees in the past - James McGill, for
example, was partly responsible for the demolition of the old
fortifications - but they had had to answer to distant
governments and enjoyed few opportunities to turn such

* Hanna, "Creation of an Early Victorian Suburb in Montreal”, p.44.

2 Stewart, Settling an Eighteenth-Century Faubourg, p.114
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projects to their own advantage. Planning in the 1840s was a
product of modern capitalism; instead of working through (or
around) the agency of a central authority, planners now could
operate by means of institutions which they themselves created
and controlled.

The city plan also addressed the growing cultural
distinctions within Quebec society, which the rebellions had
underscored. Particularly as it pertained to the GSM, the
plan was an expression of confidence in a new era, an
opportunity to shape the city along new lines which
corresponded to British values. The Committee on Roads and
Improvements would advocate broad straight streets as an
antidote to the confined spaces of the old town which often
offended British visitors. To judge by the private plans they
commissioned, Redpath and Phillips must have actively promoted
such an orderly image. After examining some of the work done
for Redpath in the summer of 1840, the lawyer Frederick
Griffin recommended that any new plan should provide:

a liberal allowance of width for streets and of
extent of ground for lots as will render the lots
desirable sites for the residences of families in
the upper classes of society. A distribution in
the old French system (narrow streets and small
lots) will attract none but the poorer classes, and
such a population, it will be admitted, will EOt be
a desirable one in the immediate vicinity...

Griffin effectively expressed the class prejudices of the
anglophone elite, which now ran City Hall, and which was about

to begin its relocation to the side of the mountain.

3 MUA, RG.4 - c.56/349: Griffin to the Royal Institution, 10 June 1840
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1. The Committee on Roads and Improvements

As a planning authority, the Committee on Roads and
Improvements intervened in land subdivision chiefly over the
matter of laying out streets and squares. They recommended,
for example, that new streets should run in straight lines and
have widths of at least fifty feet; Sherbrooke Street, the
most important new thoroughfare across the mountain, was a
full 84 feet wide.?
extension of St Catherine and Dorchester streets from the St

The Committee also envisaged the

Laurent faubourg across the side of the mountain, even though
the latter would be obstructed by the Roman Catholic and
Jewish burial grounds. Side streets running perpendicular to
these thoroughfares would form a grid. Private landowners
wishing to subdivide their estates had to conform to this
basic pattern; their ideas would figure on the city plan as
"projected improvements", which they would then implement at
their convenience. The Committee would authorize the opening
of new streets, providing landowners ceded the necessary
strips of land to the city; the municipal government were also
willing to undertake the work required for opening such
streets, though landowners were obliged to foot the bill. For
example, in 1845 the owners of the McTavish estate, donated
land for several new streets on the condition that the city
furnish them with a "brick sewer", "macadamize" the surfaces,
and provide "twelve foot plank sidewalks...or stone
pavements“.5 For this they also advanced the city £1000, to
be repaid at 6% interest. Work was to be done "in a season
during the years" 1846, 1847, 1848 and 1849, the assumption
being that it would take that long, not counting the winters.

* Montreal Gazette, 21 January 1841
5 ANQ-M, Ross #1186, 23 August 1845
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The date on which any such land was ceded to the city should
therefore be read as a terminus post quem for the opening of
these streets, but work often took many years to complete.
Although it is mentioned in municipal records as early as
1842, Ostell’s city plan unfortunately does not survive; most
6 1t is also

possible that Ostell never entirely completed it. Given his

likely it was lost or destroyed in a fire.

other commitments, he may have handed the work over to another
surveyor, James Cane, who was "employed in the drawing and
making of a survey and plan of the said city of Montreal" in
1844, and who issued a map conforming to the Committee’s
specifications two years later.’ [Map 8.] Although it is
not without some errors, Cane‘s plan shows most of the GSM’s
individual subdivision plans that had been devised by that
date. This is not to say all the streets indicated on the
plan had actually been laid out; many, if not most, were mere
"projections" in 1846. The complexities of subdivision as a
business enterprise, especially during a period of sharp
economic change, meant that much of what was drawn in the
early 1840s was not realized for another two decades - in some
cases longer. From the planning point of view, however, the
GSM was conceived between 1840 and 1846, and its design as
expressed by Cane’s map would see very little revision over
the next half century.

The GSM was conceived by the Committee on Roads and
Improvements as a New Town, in the manner of Edinburgh’s late
eighteenth century extension and London’s West End.B
Georgian England seems to have been a direct influence on
Thomas Phillips’s topographical thinking, but the Edinburgh
example is particularly relevant, given that its New Town was

¢ Hanna, "Creation of an Early Victorian Suburb in Montreal", p.64.
7 ANQ-M, Pelton #1786, 4 March 1844
s Montreal Gazette, 8 May 1844
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a political and cultural statement as well as a social and
economic opportunity. It was the product of the anglicization
of local culture, a point that would not have been lost in the
climate of Montreal during the Union period. The streets and
squares of Edinburgh’s New Town were named after members of
the English (Hanoverian) monarchy, and so represented a
contrast to the old city’s disinherited Catholic roots. [Map
95.] The GSM, significantly, would see two of its new streets
called Hanover and Brunswick; furthermore, all new street
names in the GSM would make reference to British public
figures: Peel, Windsor, Victoria, Stanley, and - including
Canadian governors general - Sherbrooke, Dorchester, Metcalfe,
Aylmer, and Cathcart. Montreal’s New Town was an implicit
symbol of the sort of assimilation Scots had experienced
within the British empire, and which Lord Durham had recently
recommended as a means to deal with ethnic strife in Canada.
The term "New Town" was also a pleasant conceit for the
Committee on Roads and Improvement, whose counterparts in
Edinburgh had planned their New Town as a whole; the planning
of Montreal was to be far less ambitious, driven more by
landowners than by government.9 In practice the GSM evolved
more like London’s West End, which was planned in a more
piecemeal fashion.10 In any case, the association was a
powerful one, and would be a key factor in making the GSM
attractive to purchasers of lots.

This, the profitable suburban development of Montreal,
rather than an aesthetic vision for its own sake, was the main
objective of the Committee on Roads and Improvements. As such
it had more in common with North American municipal
corporations than with the more complex administrations of 01d
World cities. It can be placed in the company of such

> Youngson, The Making of Classical Edinburgh, p.74

1 Olsen, Town Planning in London
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unsentimental planners as the three-member team of
Commissioners who imposed a rigorous grid