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MONTREAL, 1914-1929. A CHANGING CITY

Paul-André Linteau

In the history of Montreal, the years between the First
World War and the Depression are not easy to define.
The period seems to be one of gradual change and
transition. To get a clearer picture, we must first iden-
tify the characteristics of the urban environment as it
was in 1914 and then describe some facets of the
socio-cultural world in which Montrealers lived.

The Urban Environment

In 1914, one of the most remarkable periods of growth
in Montreal’s history was coming to an end. For just
over fifteen years, Montrealers had experienced a pace
of almost continuous expansion that transformed the
physical features of their city.!

The setlement of the Canadian West and the influx of
three million immigrants were primary forces behind
an economic growth that also benefited from increased
railway construction, natural resource development and
urbanization. To meet this demand, many factories were
expunded, while new ones mushroomed in different
parts of town. A new harbour was built—it was to
fascinate many anists—to handle the huge quantities
of Prairie wheat bound for Britain as well as a wide
array of manufactured goods. The expansion of finan-
cial instinations made Saint James Street the mainspring
of Canadian capitalism.

The bustling activity of Montreal drew newcomers like
a magnet. Its population, which had reached one quar-
ter million in 1891, exceeded one half million twenty
years later. The English, crossing the Atlantic in droves
in response to the demand for skilled workers, be-
came more numerous than the Trish. Other immigrants
came from Eastern Europe: Poles, Russians, Ukrmin-
fans, mostly Jews, who settled along Saint Lawrence
Boulevard and formed the largest allophone commu-
nity. Among Southem European immigrants were sev-
enil thousand Italians, whose community was beginning
10 take shape and the first groups of Greeks. In the
wake of a massive rural exodus, francophones strength-
ened their position and formed 63% of the population.

Such demographic growth obviously changed the shape
of the city, as the urbanized zones expanded signifi-
cantly. New municipalities sprang up in the suburbs,
but Montreal soon annexed most of them and in so
doing, increased its territory five-fold. These new
neighbourhoods, each with its specific character, popu-
lation and activities, transformed the mental cityscape
of Montrealers, Saint-Henri, Maisonneuve, Saint-Louis
and Rosemont evoke distinct images of neighbour-
hoods with their ethnic and cultural chamcteristics,
They were linked by an electric streetcar system that
had been expanding continuously since 1892, Streetcars
camied commuters 10 and from increasingly special-
ized areas that formed the mosaic of Montreal,

Old Monireal was no longer just the heart of the im-
por-expon trade and the city government. As major
corporations expanded, it became an administrative
and financial centre employing thousands of people
and began to spread beyond the traditional confines
of the old town. In earlier years, numerous buildings
as tall as ten storeys had been built. This change in
scale had visual repercussions: the towers of Notre-
Dame Cathedral and the dome of the Bonsecours
Market no longer dominated the Montreal skyline as
they had done for more than fifty years. At the end of
the century, the retail trade gravitated towards Sainte-
Catherine Street, which became a lively antery of so-
cial activity with its rows of depanment stores.

In residential neighbourhoods, the Montreal duplex,
which had risen to predominance in the 1860s, re-
mained popular but was increasingly supplanted by
the triplex as the model of choice in the new areas to
the east and north of the city. Beautification projects
were the subject of much discussion, but very few
were ever carmied out, with the exception of the highly
ambitious one launched in the town of Maisonneuve
in 1910.

For some Montrealers, growth was synonymous with
prosperity, as can be seen by the magnificent homes
of the anglophone upper class in the Square Mile and
those of their francophone counterparts along Sher-
brooke Street East and around Saint-Louis Square, The
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majority, however, were working class and their life-
style, something else again, Living conditions were ap-
palling and daily survival was the prime concem, even
though some of the amenities of city life—a streetcar
ride or a movie—were becoming slightly more acces-
sible.

In 1914, however, growth was already losing steam,
and the outbreak of war disturbed the nomal course
of events. Although military demand stimulated indus-
trial production, urban development came to a stand-
still. Thousands of young men, especially anglophones,
enlisted in the army, and as a result, increasing num-
bers of women joined the work force. The question
of involvement in the war fuelled acrimonious debate
and revived ethnic tensions that peaked in 1917 with
the adoption of conscription,

Adjustment to the end of the war brought problems
that led to a depression in the early 1920s, but once
the shock subsided, Montreal again entered a growth
phase. While not as extensive as that of the beginning
of the century, it was nonetheless substantial and ended
with a wave of speculation that only intensified the
rude awakening brought on by the Crash. On the
demographic level, migration from the countryside and
immigration boosted the population of greater Mon-
treal to one million in the 1931 census.

The urbanization of the temritory resumed its brisk
pace, and residential construction was particularly
strong in the large neighbourhoods of Villeray and
Notre-Dame-de-Griice. Among the suburbs, Outremont
Was growing, while new urban models were estab-
lished in Hampstead and the Town of Mount Royal. As
4 result of annexations earlier in the century, the City
of Montreal still contained numerous rural zones, as
did the suburbs. Marc-Auréle Fortin's landscapes of
the north end of Hochelaga and the area painted
by the artists of the Montée Saint-Michel captured
his phenomenon on canvas. Downtown acquired four
new skyscrapers—Sun Life (1914-18; 1923-25), Royal
Bank (1927-28), Bell Telephone (1927-29) and Aldred
1929)—that were 10 dominate the skyline for three
Jecades.

n the sociul realm, the 1920s saw the rise of a middle
lass of managers, accountants and insurance agents
vho, along with lawyers, notaries, doctors and local
nerchants, played an important role in the numerous
olunteer organizations. There was also a significant
wcrease in the number of office employees, store
lerks and other service-sector workers whose life-
yle and aspirations differed from those of the work-
1g class. The latter was still a fundamental component
f the social structure, and for at least some of them,
ving conditions improved. Public health measures
rought a decline in mortality rates. Electricity, tele-
hones and, later, radio were becoming increasingly
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accessible, while commercialized leisure activities were
more prevalent.’

In this changing social and urban landscape, cultural
activities were thriving and cultural institutions were
coloured by the distinctive characteristics of the lin-
guistic group.

The Francophone World

The French-speaking cultural world was defined by
both language and religion. The Catholic Church was a
major force on the cultural scene. It had strangle-
hold on the educational system, through its many pri-
vate schools and colleges classiques, its strong voice
on the public Catholic School Board and its adminis-
tration of the University, It also developed an exten-
sive network of volunteer organizations. The Church
frequently played an active role in founding these
institutions and provided them with chaplains whose
views carried considerable weight. It had a large la-
bour force, drawn from both the secular clergy and
the religious communitics, Some of its members were
key participants in the debates that shook French-
Canadian society in the 1920s. The Jesuit priest Joseph-
Papin Archambault, director of the Ecole sociale
populaire, and Abbé Lionel Groulx, editor of LAction
Jrangaise, were prime examples, The Church's grip
was, however, showing signs of weakening after the
First World War. Montreal’s cultural life was stimu-
lated by diverse sources, and it was becoming impos-
sible 1o exent control over the flow of ideas, fashions,
cultural products and entertainment in an increasingly
cosmopolitan city.*

A particularly notable phenomenon was the rise of
new lay elites, which had originated in the previous
decades and ook on a new dimension in the 1920s.
The importance of the francophone business class can-
not be overlooked. While it was a minority compared
10 the powerful anglophone business community, it
became a vital component of the French-Canadian so-
cial fabric. For a number of years, it had been pushing
for change and modemization in the educational sys-
tem. Although its resources were limited compared to
those of the anglophones, it helped fund cultural insti-
tutions like the Université de Montréal. The liberal
professions were the nucleus of the elite network,
and their members played a key role in community
life. Saint-Joseph Boulevard in Montreal and the south-
em part of Outremont, where some of them lived,
witness to their comfortable lifestyle.

One of the most influential figures of the period was
the intellectual. Until the First World War, francophone
lay intellectuals had had to eam their living as journal-
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ists, as federal civil servants (Errol Bouchette, for exam-
ple), or in one of the liberal professions, Now, the
educational milieu, notably at the University and the
state-run schools, became their main centre of activity.
The full-time university professor was a novelty. Be-
fore, practising lawyers, notaries and doctors taught
occasional courses at the law and medicine faculties.*
The widening scope of disciplines led to the hiring of
specialists in literature, history and the social and physi-
cal sciences. The economist Edouard Montpetit typi-
fied this new lay intellectual. He was sent to Europe 1o
further his studies so that he could assume a chair at
the Ecole des hautes études commerciales. He was
also a professor at the Université de Montréal and
became its secretary general in 1920, He took part in
the debate on the future of the French-Canadian peo-
ple. published prolifically and was a key participant in
Montreal's intellectual and cultural life.

Founded in 1876, the Université Laval & Montréal had
been housed in cramped quarters on Saint-Denis Street
since 1895, In 1920, it finally broke free of its parent
organization in Quebec City and became the Université
de Monuéal. This newly acquired autonomy facili-
tated its development. New faculties were created (ans,
sciences, philosophy), along with the Ecole des sci-
ences sociales, économiques et politiques. It launched
a major public subscription campaign and by 1922
plans were under way for a new building on the side
of Mount Royal. Construction did not begin until 1928
and soon came to a halt with the Depression. During
the 1920s, it was from the building on Saint-Denis,
twice damaged by fire, that the Université de Montréal
and its professors attempted, with their all oo modest
resources, to stimulate intellectual and scientific life in
Montreal's francophone community.” Located nearby
since 1895, the Ecole Polytechnique (1873) trained
engineers and, from 1906 1o 1922, architects.”

The Ecole des hautes études commerciales (HEC) 100,
was nearby. It was established in 1907 and opened its
doors at the comer of Viger and Saint-Hubent streets
three years later. Tt quickly became one of the main
centres of inquiry into the economy and society of
Quebec.” This concentration of three francophone in-
stitutes of higher leaming in close proximity made the
Latin Quarter a lively facet of Montreal life. The HEC
was a manifestation of a new phenomenon: the growth
of state-run schools. In 1907, the Quebec government
also created the Ecole technique de Montréal, which
began offering courses in 1911, The Ecole technique
in tum spawned the Ecole du meuble in 1935, This
network expanded in 1923 with the Ecole des Beaux-
Ants, which had considerable impact on the training of
francophone artists. It also took over the teaching of
architecture from the Ecole Polytechnique. The older
Ecole normale Jacques-Cartier, founded in 1846, was
crucial in training lay teachers for the Catholic School
Board of Montreal.

9

Despite the growth of specialized schools and institutes
of higher leamning, the colléges classiques still held a
predominant position in the education of the
francophone elite. Their numbers increased in the late
1920s to meet the demands of a growing population.
The most reputed by far was the Jesuit-run Collége
Sainte-Marie. The Jesuits also founded the Colléges
Saint-Ignace and Jean de Brébeul. The Sulpicians had
their venerable College de Montréal, to which they
added the André-Grasset classical day school. The Fa-
thers of the Holy Cross, already involved in operating
the College de Saint-Laurent, also built the Sainte-Croix.
Boys were privileged in the area of education. The
only collége classique available for girls was Margue-
rite-Bourgeoys, run by the sisters of the Congrégation
de Notre-Dame. It was not until the 1930s that girls
began to gain access 1o other institutions.”

In addition to the educational system, two new institu-
tions made an impornant contribution 10 intellectual
life in Montreal. The Bibliothéque Saint-Sulpice (1915)
located in the heart of the Latin Quarter, was the suc-
cessor of the parish reading room of the previous
century.” The Montreal Municipal Library (1917), the
creation and site of which was the subject of intermi-
nable debate by the City Council, was finally built on
Sherbrooke  Street.

The francophone intellectual community of the 1920s
was still tom between respect for tradition and open-
ness to modem influences. In the face of a world-
view steeped in Catholic philosophy and theology,
and legal principles, a mode of thinking based on reu-
son and science attempted to assert itself. The phe-
nomenon was particularly significant for it gave rise
to a true scientific movement, spearheaded by Brother
Marie-Victorin, that spawned a new generation of lay
scientists."" Nonetheless, nationalism permeated every
aspect of their thought. The objective was to enable
the French-Canadian people to flourish, but the means
of attaining this goal—loyalty to tradition and heritage
or openness to the modem world—differed.

Since Quebec institutions were for the most pant un-
derdeveloped, one of the avenues of progress led
abroad, and France headed the list of destinations.
Travelling to the motherdand to study was not a new
phenomenon, but it gained popularity after the war.
Advances in navigation and the greater prosperity of
elite francophone families certainly helped. The Prix
d'Europe awarded by the Quebec government allowed
increasing numbers of bursary recipients to study
abroad. especially in France. The phenomenon affected
many artists and architects, as well as doctors and
scientists.  Professors and directors for the institutes
of higher leamning were recruited in France and Bel-
gium. Prestigious French lecturers were also sought
after; and 1o fulfil this objective, the Institur scientifique
franco-canadien was created in 1926, with suppon from
the French and Quebec governments.
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It was traditional and Catholic France—resistant 10 secu-
larism and modern ideas—that primarily attracted the
Montreal elite, so trips o France did not always result
in new ways of thinking. Still, students who spent time
in Pars discovered an intellectual and cultural com-
munity thut was decidedly more diversified than theirs,
and some of them would become important agents of
change upon their return home,

The francophile leanings of many intellectuals drew
nationalist reactions. For example, Marie-Victorin,
founder of the Association canadienne-frangaise pour
lavancement des sciences (1923), felt that scientific
development should come first from Quebeckers and
bitterly criticized the Institut,” The French presence
also clashed with a new trend: greater openness to-
wiards the United States, especially in medical and sci-
entific dircles. Under the influence of the Rockefeller
Foundation, the Université de Montréal modelled it-
sell increasingly on the American university during
the 19205,

Americanization was making even greater inroads into
popular culture. The most important of the media, the
daily mass-circulation newspaper, had long been in-
fuenced by its neighbours to the south, and the ap-
pearance of advertising after the war intensified this
trend. Film, which in its early years had been influ-
enced strongly by France, was now dominated by
American motion pictures, and only the arrival of the
“talkies” in the late 1920s would enable French pro-
ductions 1o regain some of their lost ground. The fledg-
ling medium of radio imported much of its pro-
gramming from the United States, and burlesque, an
increasingly popular form of entertainment, also came
from beyond Quebec’s borders,

The francophone cultural community was in transi-
tion during the postwar years. It was growing with
new institutions and subject to various influences, but
the direction it would take was not yet clearly de-
fined.

The Anglophones
and Allophones

At the outset of the war, the anglophone population of
Montreal was still primarily of British origin (English,
Scottish and Irish). Some were recent immigrants, which
explains why they responded more enthusiastically to
the call to arms than their francophone counterparts.
Thousands died on the batdefield, and thousands of
others came home maimed physically and mentally.
One author has postulated that this was the main cause
of the English Protestant clite’s decline in Montreal.
but this remains to be proved.™
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Even if its demographic weight was somewhat reduced,
the population of British origin continued to increase.
New British immigrants arrived throughout the 1920s,
There was also an influx of young English Canadians
from the rural areas and small towns of Quebec and
the other provinces, who came in search of work in
the country’s metropolis. But the community was be-
ginning 1o leave the City of Montreaul for the suburbs
of the West Island, where over one quarter of them
now lived.

The social makeup of the anglophone community dif-
fered from that of the francophones. Its businessmen
were more numerous, wealthier and more powerful,
and formed an important segment of the Canadian capi-
talist class. Moreover, the phenomenon of middle-class
and white-collar expansion was much more  signifi-
cant. Anglophones were far better represented among
skilled workers, whose living conditions were mark-
edly better than those of unskilled labourers,

The English-speaking population had its own well-
developed network of institutions. Those of the pri-
marily Catholic Irish were shared in part with the
francophones, while Protestant institutions were com-
pletely separate. These were particularly well endowed
since they were the almost exclusive beneficiaries of
English Protestant philanthropists. In Montreal, the so-
cial redistribution implemented by bourgeois philan-
thropic efforts contributed o exacerbating rather than
reducing the gull between the classes.

Montreal’s anglophone cultural community was  dis-
tinct from that of the francophones. The jewel in its
crown was McGill University, which was already near-
ing its hundredth anniversary. Well equipped with
buildings, libraries, laboratories and museums thanks
1o generous donations from wealthy businessmen like
McGill, Redpath, Macdonald and McCord, it had long
had a permanent teaching faculty and offered a wide
selection of programs. Its influence extended far be-
yond the Montreal area.” The English Protestant and
Catholic high school system ensured that the recruit-
ment of students was broader and more demoeratic
than that for the colléges classiques.

The English-speaking community also had its libraries,
such as the Fraser Institute, and it had access to the
Municipal Library, although it was far from its main
wirf. In 1860, it established the Ant Association of Mon-
treal (today the Montreal Museum of Fine Ants). The
Association moved into its new building on Sherbrooke
Street in 1912, It was the most important institution in
Montreal's antistic life and one of the principal centres
for training in the visual ans. French-speaking arists
had access 1o the association, but they were clearly
in the minority. The anglophone community had a
large number of volunteer social and cultural organi-
zations.
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The history of anglophone intellectual life in Montreal
has yet to be written. During the 1920s, it was still
very much influenced by ties with Great Britain, which
were probubly stronger than those linking francophone
intellectuals to France. McGill professors. for instance.
were recruited principally in the British Isles. They
brought with them the values of the British Empire.
But the Empire’s sun was setting, and Montreal anglo-
phones were beginning to feel the influence of a pow-
erful new force: the United States. In the wake of the
war, there was a renewal of Canadian nationalism among
anglophone intellectuals, and Toronto's Group of Seven
provided powerful visual symbols for this movement.
Anglophones were also influenced by the social. moral
and religious concemns that had been expressed by
the Social Gospel movement since the end of the nine-
teenth century.

Approximately 13% of Montrealers were neither
French nor British in origin. Most of them were re-
cent immigrants and still spoke their mother tongue.
A diverse group, their degree of organization and in-
tegration varied. The largest of these communities set-
tled in cerain neighbourhoods and had their own
religious, social and cultural organizations.

The most important of these groups were the Ash-
kenazy Jews from Eastern Europe, who made up about
one half of the allophone population. Their commu-
nity life was intense, although it was subject 1o numer-
ous conflicts based on religious, political and social
factions. They frequently had long-standing urban roots
and placed great value on education. Jewish intellecru-
als were numerous, and their substantial cultural pro-
duction drew upon a rich tradition. The Jewish Library
(1914) played a pivotal role in this area.” The Yiddish
language dominated, but a major change was taking
place as children were systematically anglicized at
school. The Jewish poets of the 1920s still wrote in
Yiddish; their successors would soon express them-
selves in English.

Conclusion

Montreal society in the years 1914-1929 appeared
highly compartmentalized with its institutions based
on ¢thnic, linguistic and religious divisions. This com-
partmentalization was by no means hermetic, how-
ever. Some institutions were open to all. People came
into contact with each other in the business and an
worlds, the workplace and public forums; they were
exposed to a wide variety of cultural influences and
interacted in innumerable ways. The metropolis was @
crossroads of people, things, and ideas that gave spe-
cific chamacteristics to the whole. There was, for ex-
ample, 1 Montreal way of being French Canadian that
differed from that of the rest of Quebec. The ans
community reflected this distinct context.

The changes resulting from this intermingling met some
resistance. In cach group, some favoured tradition, be
it the rural and Roman Catholic character, the British
link or the Yiddish culture. Others craved new things
and wanted to be in step with the times,

The period, then, is one of transition between a soci-
ety and values inherited from the nineteenth century
and a new world that would not come into its own
until the Second World War, Modemism already per-
vaded daily life, but modem cultural ideas had not yet
conquered minds, even if they had made some in-
roads. The period between the unbridled growth of
the early century and the shock of the Depression in
the 1930s is one of slow change nther than mpid
transformation but it is essential 0 an understanding
of twentieth-century Montreal.
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