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FIGURE 1. The Quebec, Montreal, Ottawa & Occidental Railway network, circa 1880.  
(Base map: ESRI World Shaded Relief – cartography: Justin Bur)
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FIGURE 2. The Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) and Grand Trunk Railway (GTR) in central Montreal, circa 1914. Park Avenue 
station (1931) is also indicated.  
(Base map: Map of city of Montreal and suburbs, 1931 – Archives de la Ville de Montréal VM66-6-P037)

https://archivesdemontreal.ica-atom.org/1931-5-plan-de-la-cite-de-montreal-et-de-ses-environs-e-p-j-courval-dessinateur-en-chef-g-r-macleod-assistant-ingenieur-en-chef-j-b-blanchard-directeur-des-travaux-publics-17-janvier-1931
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1. The development of the rail network and the 
building of Mile End station 

Montreal, the heart of the industrial revolution in Canada, 
was also the hub of the national rail network from its 
beginnings in 1836. At the time of Montreal's initial 
industrialization, Mile End – then a rural area in the centre 
of the island of Montreal – was largely devoted to agriculture 
and the quarrying of grey limestone for building. In 1876, 
almost 30 years after the first railway opened on the island, 
the Quebec, Montreal, Ottawa and Occidental Railway was 
built through the area. The original line connected Saint-
Jérôme, north of Montreal, to a terminus on the shore of the 
Saint Lawrence River at Hochelaga, in the eastern suburbs 
of the city.  The network was soon extended to Ottawa, via 2

the north shore of the Ottawa River, and to Quebec, via the 
north shore of the Saint Lawrence (figure 1). 

A first station of modest dimensions was built at Mile End in 
1877.  In 1882, the station and the railway line were 3

incorporated into the Canadian Pacific Railway network. The 
company reached the Pacific coast, 4 650 km to the west, 
four years later. In Montreal, a new centrally located terminal 
(Dalhousie Station, later Place Viger) was opened to 
travelers in 1884. The industrial district around Mile End 
station got its start in 1895 with the construction of 
workshops for the city’s main streetcar company, the 
Montreal Street Railway. Between 1905 and 1910, many 
factories were established along the railway line nearby.  4

Their production was varied: electric cables, paint, food 
products, pianos, clothing, and more, alongside warehouses 
for coal and building materials. The Canadian Pacific Railway 
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1914 atlas cadastral Goad

FIGURE 3. Mile End, 1914. The area colored in green represents the 
former railway land purchased by the City of Montreal in 2009.  
(Base map: Atlas of the city of Montreal from official plans, Charles E. 
Goad, vol. 3, 1914 – Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec, 
0000174399; georeferencing and superposition: Justin Bur)

https://numerique.banq.qc.ca/patrimoine/details/52327/2244204?docref=jvf5GLcNvZMVmsfiwIMGwQ


   

built private rail sidings right to factory doors, a series of 
small yards for parking freight cars, and a large marshalling 
yard in Outremont. The vast Angus Shops for building and 
maintaining railway equipment were established in 1904 
halfway between Mile End and Place Viger (figures 2, 3). 

In 1911, Mile End station was replaced by a much larger 
building. But after only 20 years, in 1931 it lost its main 
function when passenger services were relocated 2 km 
further away at the new Park Avenue station (known by 
French-speaking Montrealers as “gare Jean-Talon”). Despite 
the station's closure, the railway continued to serve Mile End 
industries for several more decades, during which time the 
old station building was leased as a warehouse or workshop. 

The building was finally demolished in 1970 to make way for 
the Rosemont–Van Horne road overpass (figures 4, 5, 6). 

This site is central to the history of transportation technology 
in Montreal. The changes undergone by the site bear witness 
both to the evolution of transport modes and to the changes 
to Montrealers’ transport preferences and behavior during 
the 19th and 20th centuries. It has been the scene of major 
changes: first the development of the rail network between 
1876 and the 1950s, then the rise and fall of the streetcar 
era, and finally the reign of the private car with major road 
construction projects in the 1960s and 1970s such as the 
Rosemont–Van Horne overpass. 
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FIGURE 4. Mile End station, before 1911.  
(Canadian Pacific Railway Archives, A-12741)

FIGURE 5. The new Mile End station, circa 1913 (postcard).  
(Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec, 0002633409)

https://numerique.banq.qc.ca/patrimoine/details/52327/7246


The site has value from an urban planning standpoint 
because the presence of the station and the railway line had 
a major structuring effect on the development of the local 
urban fabric, the typology of the built environment and the 
functions of the buildings. The 1911 station, designed under 
the direction of the chief architect of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway, Walter Scott Painter,  is of architectural interest, 5

and was typical of suburban and small-town stations built at 
the time by the Canadian Pacific Railway. The architectural 

quality and iconic character of the 
station made it a distinctive 
landmark for decades, in a similar 
way to a church steeple. 

2. The evolution of the Mile 
End station area from the 
middle of the 20th century 

North American railways 
underwent enormous changes in 
the mid-twentieth century: among 
others, the replacement of steam 
locomotives by diesel, the 
abandonment of low-volume and 
local freight service, and the 
withdrawal of most passenger 
services. The many railway 
facilities in Montreal underwent 
these changes by being 
transformed, relocated, 
abandoned, or redeveloped. 
Stations, the interface between 
the population and the railways, 
were particularly affected. 

The industrial district of Mile End has undergone two waves 
of profound transformation. After World War II, heavy 
industry departed from central areas neighboring residential 
zones; as a result, in the 1950s and 1960s, almost all the 
industrial space in Mile End was converted into garment 
workshops. Even more garment workshops were added in 
new reinforced concrete buildings built between 1964 and 
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FIGURE 6. Mile End station being demolished, September 10, 1970.  
(Archives de la Ville de Montréal, VM94-Y-1-C1482-007, also in [http://archivesdemontreal.com/
2021/04/19/le-developpement-des-chemins-de-fer-a-montreal/])

https://archivesdemontreal.ica-atom.org/immeubles-m-tremblay-expropriation-de-lancienne-gare-du-mile-end-angle-rue-saint-dominique-et-rue-bernard-10-septembre-1970
http://archivesdemontreal.com/2021/04/19/le-developpement-des-chemins-de-fer-a-montreal/
http://archivesdemontreal.com/2021/04/19/le-developpement-des-chemins-de-fer-a-montreal/
http://archivesdemontreal.com/2021/04/19/le-developpement-des-chemins-de-fer-a-montreal/


   

1974 without connections to the rail network, replacing old 
coal warehouses or scrap yards.  6

The collapse of the Montreal clothing industry during the 
1990s was therefore keenly felt in the neighborhood. The 
situation incited the city of Montreal to identify this area for 
specific planning in 2004.  The second wave of 7

transformation, however, got ahead of redevelopment plans. 
Software development and multimedia companies had been 
present in the area since the early 1990s. Ubisoft, a 
multinational video game company from France, had 
occupied since 1997 the oldest of the former clothing 
factories, built in 1904. Its need for more space came at the 
same time as the arrival of other software companies 
(Behavior, Microsoft, etc.) also seeking office space. This led 
to the conversion of most of the old garment workshops near 
the railway line. Since 2010, Mile End has once again 
become an important employment sector. The crisis of 
underused industrial buildings has been replaced by the 
shock of evicted artists' studios, a rapid increase in the price 
of housing, and the disruption of local businesses on nearby 
shopping streets. 

In this swiftly changing environment, fragments of the 
industrial past still linger among the lofts of the new 
economy. In a context of rapid demographic change, the 
newcomers seek to understand their adopted environment. 

3. Citizen initiatives and the involvement of Mile 
End Memories 

Mile End Memories  defines itself as both a historical society 8

and an active community group, in the sense that the 
organization produces activities and publications on the 

history and heritage of the neighborhood with the intention 
of informing contemporary debates on development and 
neighborhood life. The Mile End industrial sector, including 
the vicinity of the railway line, was identified as a “detailed 
planning sector” by the City of Montreal in its 2004 Master 
Plan. The Mile End Citizens Committee launched a series of 
community discussion forums in 2009, in the absence of an 
official consultation process.  In this context, Mile End 9

Memories began new research on the Mile End railway 
complex – the station, the adjacent Saint-Louis railway yard 
and the former industrial rail sidings – and the development 
of the industrial district and workers’ housing around the 
railway line. The organization subsequently offered 
numerous walking tours and slide lectures about the area, 
both for the general public and for companies with offices 
there (Ubisoft, Sun Life). 

Also in 2009, the City of Montreal acquired the land 
containing the station site and the parts of the Saint-Louis 
yard that had not been built on. The initial intention was to 
build a public works yard (for city vehicles), until city officials 
discovered the heritage value of the site and the interest of 
the community in making better use of the site. Community 
mobilization led to the designation of the old railway yard as 
a natural site (the Champ des Possibles), and recreational 
and leisure areas were later set up nearby (skatepark, 
Marché des Possibles). A community initiative proposed 
using the site of the former warehouse at 77 Bernard Street 
East for cultural purposes; another brought to light the 
buried brick paving stones of the old station forecourt in a 
spirit of commemoration. 

The Viaduc 375 event,  co-produced by Mile End Memories, 10

involved the temporary pedestrianization of the Rosemont–
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Van Horne overpass in October 2017. Among other activities, 
this event included a spotlight on industrial heritage through 
walking tours and by the production of historical panels 
placed on the pedestrianized overpass. The Association 
québécoise pour le patrimoine industriel (Quebec Industrial 
Heritage Association) chose this area for its second self-
guided tour of industrial 
heritage,  with the participation 11

of Mile End Memories. Through all 
these activities, the appreciation 
of Mile Enders for this unusual 
urban place can be seen as well 
as their curiosity about how it has 
changed over time. One key 
element is still missing, however: 
since the station building is gone, 
it remains difficult to imagine what 
that site once looked like. 

4. The virtual reconstruction 
project 

How can we communicate the 
story of an industrial site which 
has greatly evolved over time and 
of buildings which are no longer 
standing? Virtual reconstruction of 
architectural heritage is a method 
appropriate to such a situation. 
And 3D modeling can be used to 
visualize an urban environment 
over time. 

Starting in 2012, the Laboratoire 

d’histoire et de patrimoine de Montréal (Montreal History 
and Heritage Lab) at the Université du Québec à Montréal 
carried out a project to do 3D modeling over time (therefore 
4D) of five former Montreal railway stations  listed in the 12

Répertoire du patrimoine culturel du Québec (Quebec 
Cultural Heritage Directory). With the models one can learn 
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FIGURE 7. Still image of the 3D model of the first station (1877–1910). (Nathalie Charbonneau)



   

about the architectural evolution of these buildings over time 
and their integration into the urban and railway context. In 
fact, the railway context is no longer present, as none of the 
five stations are still connected to the rail network. The 
buildings, which still exist, have been converted to other 
uses. 

Inspired by the explanatory value of these 4D models, Mile 
End Memories has undertaken a virtual reconstruction of 
the old station in its neighborhood. The main difference from 
the previous modeling efforts is that the Mile End station 

building, demolished 
in 1970, cannot be 
examined. The 
model was therefore 
developed 
exclusively from old 
photos and detailed 
historical maps. 
Despite not being 
able to visit the 
building, those 
interested in the 
history of Mile End 
can now visualize the 
station in three 
dimensions and 
understand its 
evolution (figures 7, 
8). 

5. Parametric modeling for the virtual 
reconstruction of heritage sites 

Parametric modeling is a method for creating a dynamic 
digital model. When modeling a building in this way, the 
building is described in terms of computer code. For 
example, if on the front of the building there are 4 windows, 
1 m wide and 1.2 m apart, this information is reproduced in 
the code. Running the code will quickly generate a digital 
model according to the specifications provided. 
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FIGURE 8. Still image of the 3D model of the second station (1911–1970). (Nathalie Charbonneau)



This method can be useful in support of the historian's 
research process.  Indeed, it is possible to model an old 13

building from incomplete documentation and to update the 
digital model iteratively, as new documentary sources 
become available. 

It is also possible to model a building based on the 
historian's assumptions. Let us take our example of the four 
windows on the front. Say the information about the number, 
width, and spacing of openings comes from an archival 
drawing. Later in the research process, a period photograph 
is discovered showing that construction was not carried out 
according to plan. Instead, there were only 3 openings. We 
also realize that they were divided into 8 panes. To make the 
digital model conform to the new state of knowledge, i.e., to 
correct errors and add new information, it suffices to modify 
the computer code and regenerate the model.  14

In the case of Mile End station, there is currently only one 
known photograph of the building constructed in 1877, in 
which the north and west facades can be seen. In the digital 
model, the configurations of the south and east facades are 
based on assumptions. Discovery of other photographs 
taken from different points of view could later allow us to 
improve the accuracy of the digital model. The situation is 
similar for the station building of 1911. Although more 
photographs are available, there are many ambiguities in 
these images that leave room for interpretation. The 
discovery of other period photographs would allow us to fill in 
certain gaps in our knowledge of the geometry of the 
building. 

6. The results of the virtual reconstruction project 

Our team has produced a dynamic digital 3D model from 
documentary sources, representing the evolution of Mile End 
station and its surroundings from 1877 until the present 
time. In addition, a 3D animated video was produced from 
the model. It allows the viewer to take a virtual tour of the 
site at the key times of its development and decline: 1877 
when the first station was built, 1911 when the second 
building opened, 1940 when the building was reused for 
industrial purposes, and finally 1970 when it was 
demolished. The video can also be used as educational 
material during presentations or talks. The 3D model has 
also made it possible to generate high-definition images, 
which will be used for the creation of historical panels. 
Altogether, we will have produced a vivid urban history 
capsule accessible to a wide public. 

The absent train station stands out as a key to deciphering 
the urban landscape found at the site today. By virtually 
reconstructing the missing station, our intention has been to 
provide this key to our contemporaries. The interpretative 
material that we have produced illustrates the ways in which 
the evolution of transport modes and the changes in activity 
in the transport and industrial domains have led to the 
physical transformation of this area. It will also allow citizens, 
companies, and public authorities to be aware of and 
understand the many facets of the development and 
evolution of the sector, and thus to better take charge of and 
plan its future.  
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