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The LaFontaine House - slated to become condos for some people.    
Is this the best we can do ?                                                                                 By Michael Fish 

Thirty years ago, Montrealers of every persuasion, finally led by media editorialists, unanimously 
endorsed the local public purchase of Overdale Avenue’s LaFontaine House, so that it could, and 
would, become a federal historic monument.  Years went by.  Activists died lost urgency.   Its 
speculator-owners deteriorated its environment and the building.   A recent city administration 
rewarded all this by increasing by fifty percent, its zoning, its sale value and the permitted size of 
buildings on the block, to almost the maximum allowed anywhere in the city. 

Montreal or Quebec’s authorities should act quickly.   If not, a last chance to acquire this House for 
public use will be lost for generations.   This article urges activists, new and former to reorganize a 
last effort to persuade the City, it’s Mayor and council do their duty.    

Since the mid-1980’s, many of us hoped the building would become a museum monument: 
commemorating at least two of our most important political leaders; and to at least two crucial 
events during the years between the Rebellion of 1837-38 and Confederation in 1867.    

The character of our Canada traces primarily from two exceptional men: Louis-Hippolyte 
LaFontaine and Robert Baldwin.    Their long close friendship enabled extraordinary reciprocal 
generosity and support.   We owe them our successful, prosperous democracy, and our sharing-
caring nation, the envy of the world.    

In 1848, some fifty states in the world overthrew despotic or colonial regimes.    Canada, as 
happened with almost all the others, could have had its first self-government reversed by force. 

Two crucial events would prevent this reversal :    

One:  In 1848, after a dramatic sustained campaign led and personalized by LaFontaine, England 
amended the Act of Union so that once again, French, the mother-tongue of the majority in Lower 
Canada, would be an official language in Canada.  (See Note 1)    

Two:  The Rebellion Losses Bill of 1849 was adopted.   This Law settled ten years of argument over 
blame for damage to private property in Lower Canada during the rebellion.    A bill compensating 
all damaged property holders in Upper Canada had already been passed.   But its beneficiaries were 
all English.   Failure to do the same for Lower Canadians would have re-started civil unrest and a 
return to colonial military control.    

Irish and English Protestant businessmen of Montreal opposed this Law, insisting, even after ten 
years, when most rebellion aims had become law, that no disloyal person (almost all French 
speakers) deserved payment for property damage.  They rioted, burning Parliament on April 25th 
1849, the day that Lord Elgin, who had arrived as Governor-General in 1847, signed the law.    In 
following months, armed mobs twice attacked both LaFontaine’s home, and the person of Elgin.  

This early Canada, with its legislation, did what few other states ever tried to do, that most fail to 
do even today.   LaFontaine, Baldwin and the reformers conceived a democracy not based on a 
folk, a language, a religion, or a class, or in fact, on any central idea.   Our democracy is based, para-
phrasing John Ralston Saul, by numerous economic, social, political and administrative programs, 
all conceived to reduce space between races, classes, religions and language  groups.   In short, our 
country would be based on Respect for Diversity.    LaFontaine’s House tells this unique story. 
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Preservation of peace and responsible government in Canada, sometimes hung by a thread.   

Our evolution could have been reversed on several occasions.   But if, within a single hour, or even 
a few minutes, the fate of the country hung in the balance, it was soon after noon on Monday, the 
30th of April, 1849, only a few days after Parliament was burned.  This was when Elgin neared the 
Chateau de Ramezay to receive a parliamentary petition of thanks for his assent to the recent 
legislation.   He had run through an English mob held back by a small group of soldiers stationed at 
the entrance to Place Jacques-Cartier.   Dirtied by mud and vegetables, Elgin was unharmed.   
Watching from the garden of the Chateau, stood the two friends, alone, Baldwin and LaFontaine.   
Would they order the soldiers to fire at the mob to disperse it ?    

On their decision, would hang all our futures.   The minutes passed, then a half hour.   They held 
fast.   By not attacking this mob, they avoided a terrible defining moment: killed citizens, or worse, 
a killed Governor-General.   Anything might have happened.  That nothing did, the country avoided 
an incident that would have adversely changed our history.  

The house carries all the memories of the legendary life Lafontaine lived apart from when he was 
Prime Minister.   It also speaks of the six Colonial Figures who governed the country during the time 
that Lafontaine lived there.   No other site in the country witnesses these people, these events and 
these times.   The mansion will be hard pressed to contain the material that people would profit by 
seeing.   Any part of this history would justify the purchase and the use of this house for the public.     

French Language Rights 

LaFontaine’s association with the return of the rights of the French language in Canada has world-
wide importance.   This is so, especially for the Francophonie.   But it speaks also for the rights of 
minority languages everywhere.    A museum on the French Language would complement any 
development of a monument attached to or close by the Mansion.   This museum function could be 
situated in adjacent space, in one of the new buildings on the block, or in one of several old 
buildings nearby, threatened with demolition, that beg for conservation for many reasons,    

It is the hope of this writer and others that a movement by conservationists and opinion leaders 
will adopt this program and persuade the Mayor and the council to act.    There is still some time. 

Note 1.  1848’s election was significant.   Lord Elgin accepted both that the LaFontaine/Baldwin 
partnership won a majority in the Assembly, and that LaFontaine would be the first Prime-Minister 
of the Province of Canada.   Like his predecessors did, he could have refused both.      

Note 2.   The author thanks Messrs. Joseph Graham and John Fretz for their contributions to the writing of 
this article.    He also thanks Mesdames Daphné Beaudoin-Pilon et Gisèle Hamelin for translation. 

Ref. John Saul, Louis-Hippolyte Lafontaine et Robert Baldwin, Les Éditions du Boréal, 2011 
        John Saul, Louis-Hippolyte Lafontaine and Robert Baldwin, Penguin Canada, 2011 

        Joseph Graham, Parliament in Flames in Canada’s History Magazine, February-March, 2011   

 M. Fish is at hamelinfish@sympatico.ca  
association Baldwin LaFontaine is at ass.ba.la@bell.net                          -30-  

To contact Fish :  450-679-4277  
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Some facts:   The property, being in a ruined state, cannot reasonably command the price that 
would apply to its proportional share of the total area of the city block on which it is situated.   Its 
real logical value is more fairly calculated on the ratio of new floor area which will be created in the 
house as a ratio to the total floor area which is being built on the whole site, a substantial sum, but 
easily affordable.   The house need not be on its own numbered lot. 

Apparently, the Federal Government cannot constitutionally buy private property to create 
monuments.   However all of the federal governments during the last thirty years have promised 
that if a local authority or a provincial government is a proprietor of such a building, they can and 
would buy such a property.   At least this is their written position. 

The unique problems of a recent City administration certainly affected their ability (or their will) to 
consider the purchase of the mansion.   The present administration can easily and should seriously 
consider the matter.  

The conservation community of the city has not had the will or the means to carry this cause, 
except intermittently.   This also applies to the commissions on the Heritage that are employed by 
the city.    It needs a fresh group (OSBL) to press uniquely for these goals.   Such a vehicle is the 
newly formed Association Baldwin LaFontaine (OSBL) 

The ultimate shape of the reconstruction of the house cannot be decided either by the City, the 
present developers, or by their architects.   At the moment, the developers’ architects are reported 
to be planning to remove the top story to restore the building to the form which they assume it 
had when LaFontaine lived there.  A decision to alter any monumental building, by International 
Convention (There are many ICOMOS Conventions which apply) has to be a group decision made 
by the widest possible circle of experts in many disciplines, and this from all over the country.    The 
people at Parcs Canada are the logical people to hold public consultations on such matters.   They 
have managed many such over the years.   Because of this, the developers of the site would be best 
advised (are humbly asked) not to carry out work on the building until its ultimate use by the public 
is finally decided.   The entire historical importance of this building, from the day of its construction 
until the present day, places it at the top of potential monuments of world interest in our country.    

Michael Fish retired from a thirty-five year private practice of architecture in 1994.  He was a 
conservation activist and a member of ICOMOS Canada (Section Francophone) for fifteen years and 
its’ Vice-President for ten.  He has been recognized by several awards for Conservation activities in 
Canada.  

The permanent homes of all of Canada’s Prime-Ministers, who held office for any length of time, , 
have been purchased and restored by the country.   They are used as house museums.   The same 
applies to Fathers of Confederation.   It is inconceivable that this mansion would not make a superb 
public house museum celebrating the period of which it is the principal witness.     

“The contents of the Act of Union were rejected by virtually all of the people in the Canadas.  
Here is why.   The Act of Union’s main provisions were the establishment of a single parliament 
with equal representation from each constituent section (in spite of unequal population sizes); 
consolidation of debt; a permanent civil list; banishment of the French language from official 
government use; and suspension of specific French Canadian institutions relating to education 
and civil law.”  http://historyofcanada.wikispaces.com/Act+of+Union+1840-41 



Page 4 of 7 
 

Article on LaFontaine House                                                                          2015-08-08 

The names of the Colonial Governors-General of the Canadas between 1837 and 1867 were:  Lord 
Durham, Lord Sydenham, Sir Charles Bagot, Sir Charles Metcalfe, Lord Cathcart, the Earl of Elgin 
and Kincardine, Sir Edmond Walker Head and Viscount Monck.    Elgin was Durham’s son in law.  All 
of these men played important parts in the evolution of what became Responsible Government.  

For a lively article on the period 1838 to 1848 Journalist-Historian Joseph Graham wrote an article:  
Parliament in Flames, in Canada’s History Magazine, February-March, 2011    

The Association Baldwin LaFontaine (OSBL) is a a non-profit corporation now forming to promote 
the purchase of the house and its transfer to the Federal Government.   It will ask donors of 10 
dollars to join a list of Honorary Directors of the Corporation.    A dollar or more will buy a single 
membership in the name of the donor.   Names of both donors and honorary directors will be 
published, unless requested to be published as anonymous.    There will also be an internet 
petition  

          This is a picture of Robert Baldwin of Canada West  

This is a photo of Louis-Hippolyte LaFontaine of Canada East 
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Isometric view of what the LaFontaine House is supposed to have looked like as well as a drawing 
showing the front elevation of the building as it is presently.   Esthetics count for less than most 
people would think when restoring monuments of great value.   The house had a rich history after 
LaFontaine left the house.   This history should be respected in the programming and the design of 
its restorations.   See ICOMOS Conventions on conservation of monuments.  

 
La Maison Lafontaine dans sa rangée résidentielle sur l’avenue Overdale en 1987. 
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The front view of the Lafontaine House about 2002  
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The Lafontaine house in its residential row on Overdale Avenue 1987. 

  

 

 


