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Both Latin and Nordic, European and North American, cosmopolitan and metropolitan, the largest French-speaking city in the world after Paris and a bilingual hub, Montréal is definitely an exceptional city. Visitors to the city appreciate it for many different reasons; it succeeds in delighting American tourists with its European charm and also manages to surprise overseas travellers thanks to its haphazard character and nonchalance. Above all, Montréal holds nothing back and visitors often find what they are looking for without having to search too far. 

Montréal is a city that seems to be caught between several different worlds: firmly planted in America yet looking towards Europe, claimed by two lands, Québec and Canada, and always, it seems, in the midst of social, economic and demographic changes.

It is difficult to define this city, especially since no postcard or cliché truly succeeds in evoking an image of it that is realistic or honest. If Paris has its great boulevards and squares, New York its skyscrapers and celebrated Statue of Liberty, what best symbolizes Montréal? Its numerous and beautiful churches, its Olympic Stadium, or its opulent Victorian residences?

Despite Montréal’s rich architectural heritage, it is above all its unique, engaging atmosphere that appeals to people. Montréal is an enchanting city to visit and an exhilarating place to discover; it is generous, friendly and not at all mundane. 

And when the time comes to celebrate jazz, film, comedy, francophone singers or Saint-Jean-Baptiste Day, hundreds of thousands of people flood into the streets, turning events into warm public gatherings. There is no doubt that Montréal is a big city that has managed to keep its human touch. For while its towering glass-and-concrete silhouette gives it the appearance of a North-American metropolis, Montréal has trouble hiding the fact that it is primarily a city of small streets and unique neighbourhoods, each with its own churches, businesses, restaurants, and bars—in short, its own personality, shaped over the years by the arrival of people from all corners of the globe.

Elusive and mysterious, Montréal is nevertheless genuine, and is as mystical for those who experience it on a daily basis as it is for visitors who are immersed in it for only a few days.

Geography

To fully understand Montréal’s role in the history of the American continent, one must first look at the amazing assets of its location. Situated on an island in the St. Lawrence River, the main entry point to the American Northeast, Montréal stands on a spot where maritime traffic encounters its first major obstacle, the Lachine Rapids. Blocking all navigation, the rapids once forced navigators to stop in Montréal if they wished to travel any further on the river.

From an economic standpoint, this geographical quirk gave the site, both in Native times and during the French and British regimes, an undeniable advantage: that of being the first mandatory transhipment site on the river. Nature therefore irrevocably chose Montréal’s vocation by making it the entrance to a vast territory and, consequently, a commercial crossroads for the whole continent.

Blue Montréal

The island of Montréal is formed by the St. Lawrence River and the Rivière des Prairies, which flows into the St. Lawrence at the eastern tip of the island. These two magnificent rivers are well known for the many islands that dot their waters.

Between Lac Saint-Louis, at the western tip of the island, and the Pointe-aux-Trembles neighbourhood to the east, the St. Lawrence River, which flows to the Atlantic Ocean, runs along the southern shore of the island. In the LaSalle borough, it suddenly becomes the tumultuous Lachine rapids.

Between Lac des Deux Montagnes, at the western tip of the island, and the Rivière-des-Prairies district, to the east, the Rivière des Prairies runs along the northern shore of the island. Its flow is controlled by the Rivière-des-Prairies hydroelectric power plant, in the Sault-au-Récollet sector.

Several bridges and the Louis-Hippolyte-La Fontaine tunnel link the island of Montréal to Île Jésus and the Montérégie and Lanaudière regions. Two métro tunnels also link the island to its two largest neighbouring cities, Laval to the north and Longueuil to the south. 

The Montréal Archipelago

Some 11,500 years ago, the highest summits of the Montérégiennes hills, of which Mount Royal is part, emerged from the Champlain Sea. As the continent gradually came out of the water, the hills formed bigger and bigger islands. The island of Montréal came out 3,500 years later, right in the middle of what is called the “Montréal plain.”

Today, the Montréal archipelago features over 300 islands, most of which are located at the confluence of the St. Lawrence and Ottawa rivers, such as Île Jésus (Laval), the second largest after the island of Montréal. The actual territory of Montréal is composed of some 80 islands, the main ones being, in decreasing order of size, the island of Montréal, Île Bizard, Nun’s Island, and the Sainte-Hélène and Notre-Dame islands, both man-made for Expo 67.

Small islands were often immersed or submerged, or even used as pillars, such as the Îlot Normant. Now used as the foundation of the Alexandra pier, in the Old Port of Montréal, this islet was located right in front of the Place Royale. Swallowed by the waves, it probably did not hide any great treasures, but possibly an interesting page of history that has now disappeared. This small islet, named after Louis Normant de Faradon, superior of the Sulpicians in the 18th century, appears on various ancient maps depicting the port of Montréal by some 15 different appellations, such as Île du Marché (market island) and Île aux Huîtres (oyster island).

Green Montréal

All around the island of Montréal, part of the St. Lawrence’s and the Rivière des Prairies’ shores have been, for the past few years, converted into green spaces. These public riverside parks, known as nature parks, are a great addition to the vast urban parks and multitude of small parks that are found in each of the island’s neighbourhoods.

The most well-known and visible of Montréal’s big parks is Mount Royal Park, whose spectacular size, right in the middle of the island, is definitely eye-catching. All year long, city dwellers climb to its summit for fun, to enjoy the view offered by its lookouts, or simply to keep fit.

A blend of untamed and domesticated nature, the Montréal Botanical Garden, one of the largest in the world, is located in the central eastern part of the island and welcomes both visitors and a wide array of bird species throughout the year. For its part, the Morgan Arboretum, a huge forest preserve located in the western part of the island, is home to various wild animals, including mammals, reptiles, amphibians and birds, in addition to majestic trees.

Montréal’s History

Origins

Before the regional balance was disrupted by the arrival of European explorers, what is known today as the island of Montréal was inhabited by the Iroquois nation. These people had probably recognized the location’s exceptional qualities, which enabled it to flourish by dominating the St. Lawrence valley and by playing the role of commercial intermediary for the entire region. 

In 1535 and 1541, Jacques Cartier, a navigator from Saint-Malo in the service of the king of France, became the first European to briefly explore the island. He took the opportunity to climb the mountain that rose out of its centre, which he christened Mont Royal. (Following Jacques Cartier’s 1535 voyage, an Italian named Giovanni Battista Ramusio, born in 1485, analyzed Cartier’s discoveries and published Delle Navigationo et Viaggi in 1556, a work that included a map of the Mount Royal region, called La Terra de Hochelaga nella Nova Francia, which he translated in Italian as Monte Real, the origins of “Montréal.”) 

In his ship’s log, Cartier also mentioned a short visit to a large Aboriginal village apparently located on the side of the mountain. Inhabited by approximately 1,500 Iroquois, this village consisted of about 50 large dwellings protected by a high wooden palisade. All around, the villagers cultivated corn, squash and beans, thus meeting most of the dietary needs of their sedentary population. Unfortunately, Cartier left only a partial and sometimes contradictory account of this community, so that even today, the exact location of the village, as well as the name by which the Iroquois referred to it (Hochelaga or Tutonaguy), remain unknown. 

Another enduring mystery that still gives rise to much speculation is the astonishing and quick disappearance of this village after Cartier’s visits. Some 70 years later, in 1603, when Samuel de Champlain travelled through the region, he found no trace of the Iroquoian community described by Cartier. The most popular hypothesis is that the Aboriginal people of the island of Montréal had fallen victim to trade rivals and finally been driven away from the island.

Champlain, the founder of New France, took an interest in the location’s potential. In 1611, just three years after founding Québec City, he ordered that an area be cleared on the island. He viewed this spot, named Place Royale, as the starting point of a new colony or an outpost for the fur trade. 

The project had to be postponed, however, since at the time the French, allied with the Algonquin and Huron, had to cope with attacks by the Five Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy. Supported by the merchants of New Amsterdam (which would later become New York), the Confederation was trying to seize complete control of the fur trade. 

The founding of Montréal was thus delayed for a number of years and is not attributable to the efforts of Samuel de Champlain, who died in 1635.

Ville-Marie (1642-1665)

The fur trade was the primary reason for the French colonization of Canada in those years; however, it does not appear to have been at the origin of the founding of Montréal. 

The city, initially christened Ville-Marie, was established by a group of pious French men and women who were strongly influenced by the Jesuits’ accounts of their time in America, as well as by the currents of religious revival that were then affecting Europe. Driven by idealism, they wanted to establish a small colony on the island in the hopes of converting natives and creating a new Christian society. 

Paul de Chomedey, Sieur de Maisonneuve, was chosen to oversee this venture, and was later designated governor of the new colony. Heading an expedition of about 50 people, including Jeanne Mance, Maisonneuve arrived in America in 1641 and founded Ville-Marie in May of the following year. From the beginning, great efforts were made to hasten the construction of the social and religious institutions that would form the heart of the town. In 1645, work was begun on the Hôtel-Dieu, the hospital Jeanne Mance had dreamed about. A few years later, the first school was opened, under the direction of Marguerite Bourgeoys. The year 1657 was marked by the arrival of the first priests from the Séminaire de Saint-Sulpice in Paris, who subsequently, and for many years to come, had a decisive influence on the city’s development. Ironically, the primary goal behind the founding of Ville-Marie, the conversion of the Iroquois, had to be abandoned, or at least set aside for a certain period of time. In fact, just one year after their arrival, the French had to confront the Iroquois, who feared that the presence of colonists would disrupt the fur trade and put them at a disadvantage. 

Before long, a permanent state of war set in, threatening the very survival of the colony several times. Finally, however, after nearly a quarter-century of hanging by only a thread, the colony was provided with military protection by King Louis XIV, who had been governing New France himself for two years. From that point on, Ville-Marie, which had already come to be known as Montréal, began to flourish.

Maisonneuve, Founder Of Montréal

In the 17th century, the fur trade was the driving force behind France’s bid to colonize Canada. Yet this lucrative trade was not the initial cause of the founding of Montréal; rather, it was the religious conversion of First Nations peoples.

Paul de Chomedey, Sieur de Maisonneuve, born southeast of Paris in 1612, was not only chosen to carry out this mission, but also designated as the new colony’s first governor. Maisonneuve left France in May 1641, leading an expedition of some 50 people, the Montréalistes de la Société Notre-Dame, a group that included Jeanne Mance. Jeanne Mance’s ship reached Québec three months later without incident.

Maisonneuve was not so fortunate, however, encountering violent storms along the way. In fact, he arrived so late that the founding of Montréal was postponed to the following year, and the group spent winter in Québec City. On May 17, 1642, Maisonneuve founded Ville-Marie on the island of Montréal. A few years later, the name “Montréal” supplanted that of Ville-Marie.

In 1665, the governor of Montréal was summoned back to France indefinitely. He returned to Paris with a heavy heart, abandoning his duties and his beloved city and retiring among the Doctrine Chrétienne order of priests, where he died in 1676. He was likely buried in the order’s former chapel, which was located in the vicinity of 17 Rue de Cardinal-Lemoine, in the 5e Arrondissement of Paris.

The founder of Montréal was a warm-hearted man of great intelligence and virtue. A monument to Paul de Chomedey, Sieur de Maisonneuve, erected in 1895, stands in Place d’Armes, in the heart of Old Montréal.



The 1701 Great Peace Of Montréal

When Lamothe de Cadillac founded the military post of Detroit in the summer of 1701, the Great Peace of Montréal treaty put an end to the conflict that raged between the French and their allies—the nations of the Upper Lakes region—and the Five Iroquois Nations. The negotiations brought together some 1,300 Native American delegates representing 40 Aboriginal nations, including the Iroquois, with whom everybody had been at war for a century. Peace reigned for 50 years.

Huron-Wendat chief Kondiaronk, who died on August 2, 1701 (two days before the ratification of the treaty), was one of the major participants in the peace negotiations. In his honour, the City of Montréal named the Chalet du Mont-Royal lookout after him in 1997.

The Fur Trade (1665-1760)

Although the church hierarchy still maintained its authority and the spiritual vocation of the town endured in people’s minds, the protection afforded by the royal administration enabled Montréal to prosper as a military and commercial centre from 1665 on. 

The arrival of French troops and the relative “pacification” of the Iroquois that ensued, especially after 1701 thanks to the signing of the Montréal peace treaty, finally made it possible to capitalize on the town’s advantages as far as the fur trade was concerned. Since Montréal was the town located farthest up the St. Lawrence River, it soon surpassed Québec City as the hub of this lucrative commerce. 

In addition, more and more young Montrealers called coureurs des bois were leaving the city and venturing deep into the hinterland to negotiate directly with native fur suppliers. Legalized in 1681, this practice gradually became more organized and hierarchical, and the coureurs des bois became for the most part paid employees of important Montréal merchants. Montréal, located at the gateway to the continent, also served as the starting point for France’s intensive exploration of North America. 

French expeditions, notably those led by Jolliet, Marquette, La Salle and La Vérendrye, kept pushing the borders of New France further and further. Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville founded Louisiana in 1699, during one of these expeditions. In those years, France claimed the major part of present-day North America, an immense territory that enabled France to contain the expansion of the much more densely populated English colonies in the south, between the Atlantic and the Appalachians.

Supported by the royal administration, Montréal continued to grow slowly throughout this period. In 1672, a map was created, delimiting for the first time a number of the city’s streets, the most important being Rue Notre-Dame and Rue Saint-Paul. Then, between 1717 and 1741, the wooden palisade surrounding the city was replaced by a stone wall over 5m high to reinforce the city’s defences. 

While the population grew somewhat slowly, it nevertheless spread beyond the areas outside the enclosure from the 1730s on. A clear social distinction gradually developed between the residents of these areas and those of the city centre, where, after a number of devastating fires, only stone buildings were permitted. The core of the city, protected by walls, was occupied mainly by members of the local aristocracy, wealthy merchants, and social and religious institutions, while the outlying areas were inhabited primarily by artisans and peasants. With its numerous multi-level stone houses, the centre of Montréal already had the appearance and atmosphere of a small, peaceful French city by the middle of the 18th century.

The Seven Years War, which raged through Europe between 1756 and 1763, had enormous repercussions in America, which quickly became a battlefield. Québec City in 1759 and Montréal the following year fell into the hands of British troops. When the war ended in Europe, France officially ceded control of almost all its North-American possessions to England under the Treaty of Paris, thereby signing New France’s death sentence. As a result, the fate of Montréal and its francophone population, numbering 5,733 inhabitants, was significantly altered.

The Women Of New France

Montréal would not be what it is today if there had not been among its founders and benefactors courageous women inspired by faith and devotion. A minority in a man’s world, these women still succeeded in imposing their ideas and their vision. In addition, they played a major role and actively participated in the community’s development. And let’s not forget the Filles du Roy (the king’s daughters), women who were determined to make a new life for themselves and who are the ancestors of a majority of Montrealers.

Jeanne Mance arrived in Montréal on May 17, 1642. The right arm of Sieur de Maisonneuve, she is associated with the founders of Ville-Marie in the Société de Notre-Dame de Montréal. Mandated by her protector, benefactor Madame de Bullion, she established the Hôtel-Dieu de Montréal hospital in October of 1642 and, in 1659, brought the Hospitalières de Saint-Joseph from France.

Having left France with the Grande Recrue (“Great Recruitment”), Marguerite Bourgeoys settled in Montréal in 1653. She had a wood chapel built on the site that is now the Notre-Dame-de-Bon-Secours chapel. In 1658, she opened the first school for girls in Ville-Marie, and in 1671, she obtained a letter from the king allowing her to establish the Congregation of Notre-Dame.

Widowed at a young age, Madame d’Youville (Marie-Marguerite Dufrost de Lajemmerais) founded the Sisters of Charity of Montréal on December 31, 1737. Also known as the Grey Nuns, they were the first religious community to be founded by a Canadian woman. Mother d’Youville made a commitment, along with three female associates, to dedicate herself to the poor.

Transitional Years (1763-1850)

The first decades after the conquest (1759-1760) were characterized by an atmosphere of uncertainty for the city’s community. First of all, despite the return of a civilian government in 1764, French-speaking citizens continued to be edged out and excluded from public administration and higher realms of decision-making, until 1774, when control of the lucrative fur trade passed into the hands of the conquerors, particularly a small group of merchants of Scottish extraction who would go on to form the Northwest Company in 1787. 

In 1775-1776, the city was invaded once again, this time by American troops, who only stayed a few months. It was therefore at the end of the American Revolution that Montréal and other parts of Canada were faced with the first large waves of English-speaking immigrants, the Loyalists (American colonists wishing to maintain their allegiance to the British Crown). Later, from 1815 on, these individuals were followed by large numbers of newcomers from the British Isles, especially Ireland, which at the time was severely stricken by famine. The French-Canadian population, meanwhile, was growing at a remarkable pace due to a very high birth rate. 

This rapid increase in the Canadian population had a positive effect on Montréal’s economy as the urban and rural areas grew more and more dependent upon one another. The rapidly expanding rural areas, particularly in the part of the territory that would later become Ontario, formed a lucrative market for all sorts of products manufactured in Montréal. The country’s agricultural production, particularly wheat, which inevitably passed through the port of Montréal before being shipped to Great Britain, ensured the growth of the city’s port activities. Then, in 1825, an old dream was realized with the inauguration of a canal that made it possible to bypass the Lachine rapids. 

In fact, Montréal’s economy was already so diversified by that time that it was barely affected when, in 1821, the Hudson’s Bay Company took over the Northwest Company, which had represented the city’s interests in the fur trade until then. For many years the mainspring of Montréal’s economy, the fur trade had become but one industry among many.

In the 1830s, Montréal earned the title of most populated city in the country, surpassing Québec City. A massive influx of English-speaking colonists disrupted the balance between French and English, and for 35 years, starting in 1831, there was an anglophone majority in Montréal.
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