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Abstract

A Montréal environmental group, Les Amis du Parc Meadowbrook, has been protecting one of the
last remaining sections of an historic waterway, one that has both witnessed and shaped the
development of Montréal. The recent history of this waterway, the St. Pierre River, is typical of the
evolving relationship between the population and urban waterways: what was once an advantage,
with these rivers providing transportation and fresh water for agricultural use and human and
animal consumption, then turned into a major nuisance with increasing pollution from growing
industrialization and urbanization.! The 19" century solution was to integrate and bury the St.
Pierre River into the sewer system.

Les Amis du Parc Meadowbrook have worked to raise awareness to the plight of urban rivers both
in the general public and with the different levels of government. There are also a number of
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daylighting projects under consideration along its course to improve flood management and water
quality and maintain plant and animal habitats.

Keywords: St. Pierre River, Montreal history, Les Amis du Parc Meadowbrook, urban rivers,
daylighting

Introduction

For over thirty years, the environmental group Les Amis du Parc Meadowbrook has been keeping a
close eye on a small brook that crosses a disputed area in southwestern Montréal. This is the brook
referred to in the name of the 57-hectare golf course called Meadowbrook Golf Club, which owners

have been trying to develop for the last thirty years.2

A rich history

There is much more, however, to this mere 200-m long brook. It is, in fact, one of the few visible
sections of a river that used to flow from the foot of Mount Royal-a defining feature of the Montréal
landscape—all the way to the St. Lawrence River. The St. Pierre River, as it is called, was both a
withess to and a factor in the development of the city.

The river was named after Baron Pierre Chevrier de Fancamp, a nobleman from Picardie, France.
He was a founding member of the Société de Notre-Dame, which financed the colonization of
Montréal.®

The river's source may have been on the west side of Mount Royal; it then ran west before taking a
sharp turn east in Lachine, where a fur-trading post was established in the second half of the 17"
century. The river then formed a shallow lake known as Lac Saint-Pierre or Lac-a-la-Loutre (now the
site of the Turcot highway exchange), which dried up during work on the Lachine Canal in the 19th
century.4 The river finally reached the St. Lawrence in the Saint-Gabriel domain of the Notre-Dame
Congregation, new home of the filles du roy sent to populate New France.’

The St. Pierre River made it possible to cross the city from east to west without navigating the
tumultuous rapids of the St. Lawrence River. To First Nations before the arrival of French colonizers,
it was at once a means of transportation, a source of water for agricultural use and consumption, as
and a hunting and fishing ground. French colonizers were quick to recognize its transportation
potential and tried unsuccessfully to channel its waters and straighten its course; the technology of
the time was not sufficiently sophisticated.6

Under the French regime, three flour mills were constructed along the river; by building the St.
Gabriel Canal on the domain of the same name, the seigneurs of Montréal, the Sulpicians, diverted
the St. Pierre River to the Petite riviere, the site of the very first French establishment in Montréal
founded by Paul de Chomedey Sieur de Maisonneuve and Jeanne Mance in 1642, where the
Musée d’archéologie et d’histoire de Pointe-a-Calliere now stands.’
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The St. Pierre River played a role in Montréal's early industrialization, one linked to the fur trade.
Tanneries® required a great deal of water for the treatment of pelts; the river was both a source of
water and a means of disposing of industrial waste after processing. Other industries soon joined
the tanneries, such as tallow factories and slaughterhouses, whose residue, compounded with
waste from agriculture and housing, contributed to transforming the St. Pierre into an open-air
sewer. Under growing pressure linked to public health, it met the same fate as many urban rivers in
the 19" century.’

The construction of the Williams collector in 1832 was a first attempt at canalizing and burying the
river. An engineering feat in its time, this 350-m collector is now part of the Musée d’archéologie et
d’histoire de Pointe-a-Calliére.'® Throughout the 19" century and into the 20", the river was
progressively canalized into Montréal's sewer system, with major work being done in 1932 during
the Great Depression with the construction of the St. Pierre collector.™ “Drainer” Andrew Emond has
explored this maze of tunnels and published astonishing photos.12 A woonerf recently created on the
collector™® reminds Montrealers of the presence of this invisible yet essential infrastructure. The case
of the St. Pierre River is not unique: Prof. Valerie Mahaut of the Université de Montréal estimated
that a mere 59 km of waterways remains in Montréal, where there may have been as many as 338
km in the 1850s."

New threats to the St. Pierre River

There remains, however, the 200-m section of the St. Pierre River snaking through the
Meadowbrook golf course. The brook was at the heart of a recent court battle in which the owners of
the property, real estate developers Meadowbrook Groupe Pacific, demanded that the City of
Montréal stop polluting the river on their land.

The brook is fed by the Toe Blake rainwater collector that serves a number of residential areas in
southwestern Montréal. As early as 2002, the City was aware of the poor quality of the water.'® The
City of Montréal did a thorough study of the collector in 2014, in an effort to pinpoint the source of
the pollution. It showed pollution levels of 34,000 fecal coliforms per 100 mL (normal levels should
be around 200). It was determined that the City of C6te Saint-Luc and the town of Montreal West,
which border Meadowbrook Golf Course, were in fact responsible. The pollution is caused by
crossed connections in their jurisdictions, where residential sewers have been connected to the
rainwater system instead of the sanitary installations. To date, Céte Saint-Luc has found only four
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crossed connections on its territory and Montreal West 13,*" which it will repair on a priority basis as
it rebuilds its underground infrastructure.

In its 2018 decision, the Superior Court™® gave the City of Montréal two years to correct the situation.
In February 2020, the City of Montréal undertook to temporarily divert the Toe Blake collector during
dry periods while the source of the pollution is investigated.

Methodology

With the help of another environmental group, the Société pour Vaincre la Pollution (SVP), Les Amis
collected samples in October 2018 at the St. Pierre River on Meadowbrook and had them analyzed
for pollutants. Results showed the presence of over 6,000 coliforms per 100 mL. SVP also used the
results of the 2014 City of Montréal study of the Toe Blake collector to draw a map of the addresses
in Céte Saint-Luc (167) and Montreal West (51) where crossed connections might be found. This
map was shared with both municipalities. Les Amis and SVP planned to do a rhodamine test to
show the problem but it was too late in the season to proceed. Les Amis were also present at city
council and agglomeration meetings, pressing elected officials for answers.

To further educate the public to the plight of urban rivers, Les Amis communicated repeatedly19 with
media and posted articles on its web site.* The group also sponsored several showings of the film
Lost Rivers by Montréal filmmaker Caroline Bacle and gave its copy of the film to Montréal's library
network. Members of our group organized a bike ride along the historic course of the river®* and led
activities during Jane’s Walks held every year in honour of urban activist Jane Jacobs.? Les Amis
have campaigned for a great many years to preserve Meadowbrook and have collaborated with
landscape architect Catalyse urbaine on the production of a master plan for an Urban Nature
Heritage Park Accessible to All.*®

Efforts to daylight the St. Pierre River

Some thirty rivers and brooks once flowed across the City of Montréal.* There are increasing calls
to daylight sections of these waterways in an effort to better manage surface water and alleviate the
heat island effect. During flash floods, waste water often mixes with rain water and is sent directly to
the St. Lawrence River without treatment. Municipal water collection systems are overwhelmed by
the excess volume; the result is costly flooding.
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The City of Montréal has looked into the feasibility of daylighting upstream sections of the St. Pierre
River in the Turcot exchange project.25 The Quebec chapter of the World Wildlife Federation (WWF-
Canada), through its project BLEUE MTL, is also looking into the feasibility of daylighting a few
sections of the St. Pierre River in the Sud-ouest borough.?®

Other projects fall under the category of cultural restoration, where residents are reminded through
different means of the past existence of a river. A bike and pedestrian pathway at the base of the
Falaise Saint-Jacques,”’ a 4-km forested area that stretches along what used to be lac Saint-Pierre,
is soon to be completed, with marshes that will reconnect Montrealers with their history and
geography. (The Falaise, part of the terrasse Sherbrooke ?® is an escarpment formed thousands of
years ago by marine deposits in the Champlain Sea). Following public consultations, the Office de
consultation publique de Montréal (OCPM) also submitted recommendations in the summer of 2019
for the creation of a nature park with water features, on land left over from the construction of the
Turcot exchange. This new nature park would serve as a dramatic gateway to Montréal.*®

Discussion and Conclusion

As we submit this paper, the fate of Meadowbrook and its brook is still undecided: owners of the golf
course have taken their suit against the City of Montréal to the Supreme Court of Canada. They also
have a suit against the City of Céte Saint-Luc, ongoing since 2001.

Furthermore, it remains to be seen how the water level in the brook will be affected by the deviation
of the Toe Blake collector and to what extent the pollution problem will be resolved. As for the
daylighting proposals, they are just that: proposals. They do, however, have the potential to redefine
the relations between residents and their waterways from an environmental, biological and heritage
point of view.
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