


Mount Royal cross goes dark, but only for a year

The Montreal skyline is going to look a little odd over the next several months. People might gaze up and wonder if something is missing. And indeed it is.
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The Montreal skyline is going to look a little odd over the next several months. People might gaze up and wonder if something is missing. And indeed it is.
The cross atop Mount Royal has gone dark, shut off for repairs. But it will be lit up again next fall.
The cross is one of the quintessential symbols of Montreal. It has been in its place, keeping watch over the city for just over a century. It was put up in 1924 by the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste to commemorate the 1643 arrival of Paul de Chomedey, Sieur de Maisonneuve. He had carried a wooden cross up the mountain and erected it there in thanks to the Virgin Mary for saving the colony of Ville-Marie from rains and flooding.
Many to this day believe that it was Jacques Cartier who erected the cross, and that de Maisonneuve planted his to commemorate Cartier’s. But Cartier never planted a cross in the mountain. When he arrived at what was then the Iroquois village of Hochelaga, he did indeed climb the mountain. And he did proclaim it “Mont Royal.” But he did not plant a cross (although he did plant one in the Gaspé a year earlier).
The original lighted cross was erected in 1924. The Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste floated the idea 50 years earlier. It was brought to fruition through a public funding campaign that included children selling souvenir stickers to raise $10,000.
The cross has gone through some changes over the years. Originally, it had 240 light bulbs. In 1957 it was updated with a new system that used less energy and fewer bulbs: 158. It was upgraded to a fibre-optic system in 1992, and then to an LED system in 2009.
It stands 33 metres high, weighs 26 tonnes, and is made up of 1830 metal slabs with 6,000 rivets. Some of those metal slabs need to be replaced, however, and the lighting system needs another upgrade.
A newer LED system will mean less energy consumption, as the lights will be able to be dimmed. This will also mean a reduction of light pollution in the city.
A fairly significant change in a once-Catholic-turned-officially-secular province is that the lights on the cross will no longer turn purple upon the death of a pope. In fact, Pope John Paul II’s death was the last time the bulbs burned purple. The lights stayed white when Pope Francis died, although many argued that it did indeed look purple. That was simply due to ageing bulbs.
There was a time when city workers had to climb up to replace burned out bulbs several times a year. That was reduced significantly with the system’s several upgrades. The new energy-efficient LED system means the cross will remain lit for years without the need for much intervention.
The cross is supposed to light up again in about a year’s time. n





