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Reading the history of the region, and the neighbourhoods that surround it, is like watching this and other parts of town morph over time to become what they are today. Some of the names, or rather their spellings, have changed over time – like Décarie, named for the family of Jean Descarries dit le Houx, one of NDG’s original settlers. But other names remain, like the Saint Jacques Escarpment, which, going back to the City of Montreal’s founding in 1642, formed the southernmost border of what was then, obviously, forested land that had yet to be inhabited. At least, by Europeans, that is; NDG is, of course, located on unceded Kanien’kehá:ka territory.
Notre-Dame de Grâce is part of the greater borough of CDN-NDG, as it has been since 2002. But the town is only a decade younger than Canada itself, having been established as the Village of Notre-Dame de Grâce in 1876. Thirty years later it was incorporated as a town. And in 1910 it was made part of the City of Montreal. (Villa Maria School, which was at one time the Governor-General’s home, predates NDG itself).
Jeffrey Kastner, director of the NDG Historical Society, says that the history of NDG has gone largely unsung. Its character as a community had always been in reference to other parts of Montreal. “If you’re below the hill, if you’re in St. Henri or something, you see it as self-satisfied and rich. And if you’re looking at it from TMR or Pointe Claire or Westmount, it looks like the ghetto.” NDG can be perceived all at once, says Kastner, as an English or a French neighbourhood, a Black or an ethnic neighbourhood. “It’s a very in-between place.”
That’s almost by design, Kastner says. “In 1942 when the community council was formed, they were quite deliberate in wanting to have English, French, Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish people together.” That juxtaposition of cultures goes back to the 19th century. “I don’t know if I should make such a bold claim,” Kastner laughs, “but NDG is sort of a laboratory for what makes Canada work.”
It’s very telling, Kastner says, that the NDG Historical Society was only formed three years ago. Until now, he says, nobody has really ever told its story. 150 years later seems like a good place to start. In fact, when the group was founded one of its first orders of business was to look ahead to the anniversary.
The Society and borough are both planning events to mark the anniversary. Kastner says there will be an indoor exhibit at the Botrel Library from September to November featuring photos and artifacts. There will also be an outdoor exhibit, which is not yet set in stone. And there will be a speaker series that will feature historians like Harold Bérubé of l’Université de Sherbrooke, Dan Horner of Toronto Metropolitan University, and Montreal’s own Nancy Morelli, archivist emerita at Concordia University and co-owner of Vehicule Press. And there will certainly be a Jane’s Walk to mark the occasion. Jane’s Walks are organized walking tours of various cities, named after Jane Jacobs, who made it her life’s work to protect neighbourhoods – like NDG.
“It’s a story that really needs to be told,” Kastner says. “The intent of this 150th anniversary celebration is to make NDGers aware of where they are, but also to make all of Montreal aware of it.” n





