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THE MILITARY WORKS — ST. HELEN’S ISLAND
(1820-24)

THE OLD FORT — ST. HELEN’S ISLAND
E_———————— e e e

Built between 1820 and 1824 on orders of the Duke of
Wellington in anticipation of possible attack by the
United States, the island fortress, surrounded by bat-
teries, was part of a defence network extending along
Canada's inland waterways.

The Fort buildings were an arsenal (munitions depot)
within the fortress of St. Helen's Island that served as
the citadel for Montreal after the War of 1812. Con-
structed of a red stone quarried on the island, the walls
vary in thickness from three to ten feet with hand-hewn
granite corners. The very effective use of the arch
system combines to make the buildings bombproof.

Two forms of firing loopholes, sentry blockhouses on the
island, and a moat on three sides of the buildings were
other defensive features incorporated into the buildings
which cost £34,000 in 1820. The island was also
“protected” by the fast-flowing and turbulent St. Mary’s
current making access and then escape very difficult.
Strict regulations permitted only authorized personnel
on the island, which in summer could be reached by
boat and a single wharf. The present land fill fronting the
complex was created to meet the construction needs of
the Jacques Cartier Bridge and Expo '67.

ST.HELEN’S ISLAND

1611 Samuel de Champlain noted the Island in his
log, and named it after his wife Héléne.
The island was used as a gathering place by
the French for expeditions against hostile
Indians living along the St. Lawrence. In
1687, for example, M. de Callieres, the
Governor of Montreal, gathered 832 regular
soldiers, 800 inhabitants and 400 Indians on
the island to launch an attack on the Iroquois
nation. LONGUEUIL seigniory (feudal land
system) included St. Helen's Island, owned
by the historically noted Lemoyne family,
who built a seigniorial mansion on the Island
near the present site of the Hélene de
Champlain restaurant.

1760 Legend held that the Colors (Regimental
flags) of the French regiments were burned
on the Island, so that they would not be
surrendered to the English.

17756 During the American invasion of Canada in
1775, the Governor of Quebec, Sir Guy
Carlton, gathered a force of some 1,000 men
on the Island for an attack on the American
invaders at Longueuil.

1807

1817

1820's

1830's

1848

1870

1875

1900's

1930's

1939-45

1960's

Two blockhouses (look-outs) were con-
structed on the island when political trouble
began with the United States.

After the War of 1812 with the United States,
the walls around Montreal, as well as many
other deteriorated military buildings, were
demolished. Plans for the building of a strong
arsenal and barracks complex on the Island
were undertaken by the Ministry of Defence.

Used as munitions depot for the entire
British Army in North America.

Served as hospital during cholera epidemic.
Military prison after the Rebellions of 1837.

Blockhouse was built in anticipation of
Fenian raids.

Part of military complex burned in spectacu-
lar fire.

The British Army was withdrawn and the
island was turned over to the Canadian
Government. A small garrison was main-
tained and the island was used for summer
military training camps.

Part of the island was set aside as a public
park. On Christmas eve, the upper floors of
the barracks building burned in a fire seen
for many miles. This left only the mess halls
in the basement, now the Festin du Gouver-
neur.

Island became a City park. Military use
ceased except during World War | when
used for storage of massive shells and
munitions.

During the Depression, the buildings were
restored as a public works project.

World War I, the complex was a prisoner of
war camp for approximately 250 political
prisoners.

THE MONTREAL MILITARY & MARITIME
MUSEUM occupied the entire complex.

THE FORT, ST. HELEN’S ISLAND yq¢5
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Cover photograph: Soldier of the Royal Artillery, The Fort, St. Helen's Island,
circa 1865
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THE ARSENAL building is bowshaped, embracing a
large parade ground on three sides. It features massive
rounded arches designed to withstand heavy bombard-
ment protecting the lower two floors. A light railway
track system on the upper floor facilitated the movement
and storage of heavy munitions, which were loaded and
unloaded through portholes, in the safety of the arch-
ways.

2

ARMOURY, WORKSHOPS, AND CANNON
STORESHEDS: Building was located on the river side of
the fort, completing the enclosure of the parade ground.
Deterioration of this three storey utilitarian wooden
structure resulted in its demolition in 1926.

3

BLOCKHOUSE: A Sentry's lookout erected circa 1807
in anticipation of the War of 1812 with the United States.

4

POWDER MAGAZINE was the smaller of two on the
island. Sunken so as to allow flooding in the event of
danger, the walls and roof eight feet thick, were
designed to maintain constant temperature in all
seasons. The floor, constructed of heavy planking, was
dowelled to avoid use of nails and so prevented sparks
caused by hob-nailed boots. Protected by its own stone
wall, soldiers at three sentry boxes facilitated the
guarding of 1,500 barrels of powder. The main powder
magazine was built to hold 5,000 barrels and was
located in the valley at the center of the island.

S

THE BARRACKS BUILDING was originally four stories
tall and could house 250 men. The surviving floor, the
present location of Le Festin du Gouverneur, was the
men's messhall, with those of the officers located at
both extremities. This area was bombproof as evidenced
by the vaulted ceiling. The upper floors were destroyed
in a spectacular Christmas Eve fire 1875, when condi-
tions on the icebridge between the mainland and the
island prevented the transfer of firefighting equipment
and the local pumps had frozen. A newspaper account of
the event reports that “citizens and insurance agents
proceeded to the spot” to help prevent the fire from
spreading to other buildings, in particular the adjacent
powder magazine which they banked with snow.
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