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ST. HELEN'S ISLAND
IN 1611

"In the middle of the
river stands an island
three quarters of a league
around, on which it is

possible to build a fine,

strong town, and we have
named it St. Helen".

Samuel de Champlain

The Father of
New France

The EDITH and LORNE PIERCE
COLLECTION of CANADIANA

Queens University at Kingston



2)edication
We dedicate this BROCHURE to the

Honourable William Tremblay as a mark
of appreciation of his sagacity in so
effectively solving the problem of the
unemployed by carrying out the splendid
improvements on St. Helen's Island— a
public work which has not only distri-

buted over ninety per cent of its cost to

labour, but which will prove of inestim-
able value to the City and District of
Montreal.

The Committee.
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HE Commercial Metropolis of Canada is

particularly fortunate in the natural beauty

and location of its two principal parks—
Mount Royal and St. Helen's Island.

Garbed in luxuriant foliage Mount Royal

stands in the centre of the great city like a giant

sentinel keeping guard over a million and a half

souls. Beautiful St. Helen's Island lies at the very

front door of the city — a constant mark of welcome

to those who come in ships along the mighty

St. Lawrence, and to those who come by land via

the magnificent Jacques Cartier Bridge. It has been

the playground for many generations of Montrealers.

TOPOGRAPHY AND GEOLOGY

Of volcanic origin St. Helen's Island possesses a

varied and interesting topography, there being several

small hills the highest of which reaches to about one

hundred and thirty feet. These miniature mountains,

with precipitous cliffs in some places and in other places

descending by gentle slopes to the water's edge, produce



a diversified landscape of great interest, which makes

the area appear considerably larger than it really is.

The tree growth is varied and luxuriant, the predo-

minant tree being the western hackberry (celtis occident-

alis) — a tree not to be found in any other part

of the district.

The geology is unusual for there is no other deposit

of the same rock known in this part of the country.

According to Dr. T. H. Clark of McGill University

this breccia rock which makes up most of the island

is made up of broken fragments of Pre-Cambrian,

Cambrian, Ordovician and Devonian rocks mixed

together by volcanic process. This authority goes on

to say that "in spite of its fragmental nature this

breccia is strongly cemented and therefore makes a

durable building stone for which purpose its variegated

appearance makes it extremely suitable". It is of this

stone that all the old buildings on St. Helen's Island

were constructed; and the same stone has been and is

being used for the construction of the new buildings

— the observation tower, the bath-house and the

sports pavilion.

EARLY HISTORY OF THE ISLAND
The first mention in historical records of St. Helen's

Island is to be found in the "Voyages" of Samuel de

Champlain the "Father of New France" where he writes:

"In the middle of the river stands an island three

quarters of a league around, on which it is possible to

build a fine strong town, and we have named it

St. Helen". This was in the spring of 1611.

Thus did Champlain pay honour to his wife Helen

whom he had married a few months before in the

Church of Saint Germain l'Auxerrois in Paris. Helen
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A£ every turn along the pictur-

esque paths of St. Helen's Island,

picturesque scenery and beauti-

ful points of view, in a wonder-
fully refreshing setting, are to be
seen in never-ending variety.
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Champlain followed her husband to Quebec in 1620

where she lived for four years and then returned to

France. After the death of Champlain in 1645 she was

admitted to the Ursuline Convent in Paris. Later she

founded a convent of her order at Meaux, and died on

December 20th, 1654.

In those early days the Island was made the starting

point for many of the expeditions against the Indians

and voyages of discovery into the interior during the

French regime, the first to be recorded being

Champlain's famous voyage of 1613, when one of his

young lieutenants, named Louis, was lost in the rapids

which bear his name. One notable expedition was

that of 1687 when Governor de Calliere of Montreal

organized and led a party of 2000 composed of soldiers,

farmers and indians against the then dreaded Iroquois

with complete success.

FRENCH FORTIFICATIONS

Governor de Levis in 1 759 went to very considerable

trouble in fortifying St. Helen's Island during the time

he was also defending Quebec against General Wolfe.

These fortifications included batteries and entrench-

ments to protect against attack from the St. Mary's

current, on a site near Jacques Cartier Bridge, and

also similar defences at the upper end of the Island —
the latter being discernible to-day. These defences

were, however, never used, for at that time the British

Generals Murray and Amherst were converging on

Montreal, one by river and one by land, and a council

was called at the Chateau de Vaudreuil on St. Paul

Street, Montreal. It appears that de Levis, who had

about 500 soldiers on the Island, though far out-

numbered wanted to fight the British forces which
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were encamped at Longueuil, Pointe-aux-Trembles and

Cote des Neiges. He was, however, overruled and

following the decision to capitulate the French flags

were burned before massed troups on the Island.

HISTORICAL POINTS

The restoration of the old fortifications and barracks

is in accordance with ancient and long-forgotten plans,

sketches, and progress reports found in the archives

of government and private collections. The discovery

of underground chambers and foundations of loop-

holed walls long since disappeared, and many other

relics, has given this work of restoration an absorbing

interest.

The three oldest historical landmarks are the Earth-

works erected in 1 759 by de Levis near the southerly

end of the Island, the wooden blockhouse erected during

the early British occupation, and the ruins of the

Manor House of Le Moyne on the south side.

The old weather-beaten blockhouse is situated on

the edge of an almost perpendicular precipice nearly

one hundred feet high and directly overlooking the

newly constructed lagoon lying between two hills.

The blockhouse which is one of the most interesting

of the old landmarks on the Island, dates back to the

early British occupation when it was constructed by

General Brock as part of a defence system against an

American invasion.

THE FORTIFICATIONS

Not far from the entrance driveway from the

Jacques Cartier Bridge is to be seen the extensive stone

fortifications, lying along the western side of the Island.
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The blockhouse, an old fortifica-

tion, dominates the Island. It

was named after General Brock

and recalls the memorable events

of the Fenian Raid.



The general plan of the Fort is a main building seven

hundred feet in length, of two storeys, with strongly

built walls six feet thick with loopholes on both storeys,

and light railway tracks on both floors for the handling

of munitions. The building is in the shape of a bow,

enclosing an extensive parade ground. The interior

of this massive building is heavily arched and the

entire construction was built to withstand a severe

assault.

The outer defences are considerable in extent and

include bomb-proof barracks, five in number, each

capable of accommodating at least one hundred officers

and men, with fire-places and cooking space. The

powder magazine is sunken so as to allow of flooding

in the event of danger; and due to its construction,

with walls and roof eight feet thick, a temperature was

maintained which did not vary more than a few degrees

winter or summer. The floor was constructed of very

heavy planking, dowelled down to cross-pieces, not a

nail being used in the place, in order to absolutely

prevent the possibility of a spark being caused from a

hob-nailed boot. A larger arsenal in the centre of the

Island, commonly called the main powder magazine,

is of even more solid construction with walls ten feet

thick, and here was accommodation for some 60,000

rifles, which were stored in hollowed out buttstands

and barrel supports, arranged in three tiers, almost

reaching to the roof.

To the north of the Fort is to be found a replica of

the old French-Indian stockade reconstructed from

drawings and photographs. Five of the original

sharpened cedar logs of the stockade were found and

have been preserved.
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In the main building of the bar-

racks may be seen to this day, the

rails used for the transportation

of munitions. The various

military buildings have been
renovated with the greatest

respect for historic accuracy.



MILITARY CEMETARY

A link with the garrisons of the British occupation

is to be found in the Military Cemetary on the South

side of the Island, where about one hundred officers

and men and their dependents were buried. To-day

this hallowed ground is marked by a central monument

on which will be placed a memorial tablet giving the

names and rank of those buried there.

RELICS

Many coins, buttons and other souvenirs of the

military occupation of the Island have been found

during the grading and restoration work. These will

form the basis of an interesting museum which will

later occupy a portion of one of the historical buildings

of the Fort.

The old coins so far found both of silver and copper,

have been numerous and interesting as showing how

travellers from many different countries must have

visited the Island. Space does not allow of a detail list

but over 200 coins have been found without counting

duplicates. The oldest is an English coin dated 1707.

The next oldest is Spanish of 1725. Numerous coins

represent the reigns of English sovereigns, George II,

George III, George IV, William III, Victoria, Edward

VII, and George V. Fourteen different countries of

Europe have added to the collection, as have the

United States, India, Hong Kong, China, Venezuela

and Peru.

OWNERS OF ST. HELEN'S ISLAND

The first record of ownership of the Island dates

back to 1635 when the Company of New France granted



to Francois de Lauzon, who was the eldest son of the

governor, the Seigniory of Citiere, which included

St. Helen's Island. In 1657 de Lauzon ceded to Charles

Le Moyne a strip of the seigniory, including St. Helen's

and Ronde islands. In 1670 this seigniory known as

Longueuil was made by the King of France into a

barony in honour of its owner, Charles Le Moyne de

Longueuil. This title was handed down to Le Moyne's

descendents, and finally to Colonel David Alexander

Grant of the Royal Engineers then stationed on the

Island, who had married the last member of the family,

the Baroness de Longueuil. As a tribute to this

distinguished French family the British crown gave the

barony of Longueuil the status of peerage rank in the

United Kingdom.

The British conquest of 1 759 did not in any way

disturb the private ownership of lands, and St. Helen's

Island remained in the hands of the Longueuil family

until 1818 when the Baroness sold it to the British

government for the sum of £15,000. Although the

fortifications on the Island were commenced in 1807,

it was not until the British government became its

owner that any considerable work of a defensive

character was undertaken. But between the years 1818

and 1870 the military authorities were very active.

Successive troops of engineers, sappers, artillery,

infantry and other branches of the Imperial service

were garrisoned on the Island — much of the time being

devoted to the construction of the stone fortifications,

including magazines, arsenals and barracks. It is

interesting to note that during the recent work of

restoration brass buttons were found representing

thirty-seven Imperial regiments.
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jlfie general restauration plan

of the Island links Green Island,

Ronde Island and the Islets to

the south of St. Helen's. It also

provides for the installation of

considerable bathing beaches in

locations unaffected by strong

and dangerous currents.
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lhe par ts tin ted in pink indica te

St. Helen's Island as it is at

present. The eminent landscape
architect, Mr. Frederick G. Todd,
has personally directed the exe-

cution of the restauration plans

since they were originally under-
taken.



In 1870, following Confederation, Great Britain

withdrew its garrisons, and St. Helen's Island was

ceded to the Dominion government and taken over by

the militia department. In 1905 the Island was

purchased from the government by the City of Montreal

for the sum of $200,000, the government retaining,

however, the use of the magazines and storehouses for

military purposes. And during the Great War these

were made full use of for explosives and ammunition.

THE ISLAND AS A PARK

Although St. Helen's Island has been used as a

public park since 1874, when the Militia Department

gave the City that right, the only capital expenditure

ever made for improvements, previous to the present

restoration, was $50,000 which the City was allowed

to borrow in addition to the $200,000 it paid for the

purchase of the Island in 1905. With this money some

work was done to make the park available to the public.

But for years St. Helen's Island was left to itself and

to vandalism. The old buildings fell into such a state

of decay that the underground barracks had to be

filled with debris and covered with earth to make them

less dangerous.

It was not until 1930 when the Jacques Cartier

Bridge was under construction that the citizens of

Montreal revived their interest in St. Helen's Island

and its development. Following a campaign to rouse

public interest in the project, the eminent landscape

architect, Frederick G. Todd, was commissioned to

prepare plans for the complete restoration of the island.

Mr. Todd saw the immediate need for restoring the

ancient buildings, the construction of a large beach



and bathhouse, the levying of much bumpy ground

so as to get an even surface for playgrounds, and many

other improvements, particularly in laying out the

Island so as to preserve its natural beauty for future

generations. By the fall of 1931 Mr. Todd had com-

pleted his plans for improvement of the Island and they

were adopted by the City Council. But although a

small amount of work was carried out the following

year the depression intervened and the improvements

were stopped for the time being.

With the change of the Provincial government

in 1936 the Honourable William Tremblay, the Minister

of Labour, started a number of park works in order to

give employment to the thousands of jobless men in

Montreal, and the restoration and embellishment of

St. Helen's Island was selected as the most important

large work to commence with, as Mr. Todd's general

plan was already available. Detail plans were prepared,

and work organized so that within a month 300 men

were at work on the Island, and this number was

added to at the rate of 200 a week until over a thousand

were on the job, building roads, repairing the fortifica-

tions, constructing a bathing pool and beach, building

a bath-house and observation tower, and other work.

The funds for the St. Helen's Island improvements

were provided half by the Dominion Government,

through the Department of Labour, and half by the

Provincial Government, the City of Montreal not

contributing. Owing to the nature of the work and

the determination to utilize materials found on the

Island the proportion of the money spent for actual

labour was very high, much of the time between eighty

and ninety per cent.
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Walls, casemates, doors, loop-

holes, all combine to form pic-

turesque lines in a scene of

peaceful beauty rich in historical

souvenirs.



MODERN DEVELOPMENT

Due to the fact that almost the entire surface of the

Island was rough — the ground in the woods being

covered with loose, sharp stones, making it unfit for

pic-nics, etc. — the whole area has been regraded. The

loose stones have been removed from the woods and

used as foundation for paths and roads. The ground

has been replaced with soil and seeded. Many large

granite boulders deposited on the Island during the

ice age, have been split and cut into hundreds of steps

and sills for the buildings.

THE QUARRY

One of the principal factors in the Island develop-

ment is the Quarry because it has made possible the

construction of permanent stone buildings with very

little cash outlay for materials. The Royal Engineers

used this stone for the barracks and fortifications one

hundred and twenty-five years ago, and the present

Quarry was opened to provide the same kind of stone

to repair them.

This stone, which is harder than granite, has a

mottled grey appearance when quarried but turns to

a pleasing brownish red when weathered and it was

early agreed to by Mr. Tremblay that it should be

used for all the building construction on the Island.

THE WATER SUPPLY

One of the first works completed was the installation

of a modern water pumping station on the south side.

The water is treated and filtered and a sample analysed

daily to protect the public from any impurities. Water

taps, basins and drinking fountains are to be found
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The monument to the memory
of the soldiers buried on the

Island adds dignity to the old

cemetary and its peaceful and
sober elegance.

throughout the Island, and a complete sewer system

has been installed. A feature is the outdoor grill to

be found here and there, where campers may prepare

a meal.

THE BEACH AND LAGOON

A lagoon has been formed on the South shore of

the Island about 1000 feet in length by 250 feet wide,

surrounded by a sand beach having an average width

of about 200 feet, thus providing approximately five

acres of water and eight acres of sand beach. The depth

of the water is graded from nothing at the upper end

to ten feet at the lower end. This provides safe wading

for children as well as swimming for grown-ups.

Through an inlet at the upper end the lagoon has a

constant flow of fresh water.

Construction of a permanent bath-house of Island

stone was commenced last November and will be

completed this year. This building is 3 1 5 feet long and

will provide dressing accommodation for over 3000

bathers. Pending the completion of this building



The Guard House at the entrance
of the barracks and casemates
is striking by the severety of

its simple lines.

temporary dressing rooms will be provided on the beach.

A Red Cross station will be located in the bath-house

with a doctor, nurse and full equipment to deal with

accidents of any nature. There will also be rooms for

life-guards.

Another important building now in the course of

erection is the Sports Pavilion designed by D. Beaupre,

the City Architect, who also designed the bath-house.

This pavilion is for use both in summer and winter,



the basement being equipped for every kind of indoor

sport, with dressing rooms and lockers; while the main

floor contains a large dining room and an outside

terrace where meals will be served.

The most prominent landmark on the Island is

the new Observation Tower, constructed to cover the

huge but ugly water tank, and to provide a point of

vantage to view the surrounding country. The tower

is built of the stone quarried on the Island.

A STILL GREATER ST. HELEN'S ISLAND PARK

When the present improvements on St. Helen's

Island are completed, it is contemplated that the deve-

lopment will be further extended in accordance with

Mr. Frederick Todd's original plan by which He Ronde

and the other small nearby islands will be linked with

St. Helen's Island, thus increasing the island's present

area of 175 acres to 400 acres. Such a project carried

to completion will make St. Helen's Island one of the

most magnificent parks on the North American

continent.

CONCLUSION

In concluding this brochure we could not do better

than quote from Mr. Todd's own report on the present

improvements:

"Governmental action started the improvement of

St. Helen's Island from the desire to set unemployed

to work. As we went along we followed the policy of

using some of the younger men in such a way as to

train them for such trades as were involved in the

enterprise. With this expenditure we have established

two things:



The Levis Tower dominates the
entire Island, serving as an
observatory as well as a water
reservoir.
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FIRST — a great park, playgrounds and bathing

beach within a short distance of the most densely

populated area of Montreal, where the inhabitants are

very limited in their resources to obtain outdoor

pleasures. This alone will pay large social dividends

on every dollar expended.

SECOND — there is the practical and more imme-

diate dividend-tourist traffic. It is elementary to say

that if the tourist is of economic value to the country,

his value is increased by every day he can be induced

to prolong his visit. This is what St. Helen's Island

has given to Montreal, for with the restoration of the

old fortifications and stockades which go back to the

days of the Indians, we have in this park made it

possible for the City, the Province and the Dominion

to say: "HERE IS MUCH OF THE PAGEANTRY
OF CANADA INDIAN, FRENCH, BRITISH,

CANADIAN — ALL BEFORE YOU."

THE COMMITTEE.
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