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Summary 
This article provides an interesting insight into the political, planning and logistical work that was required to make Expo 6 7 work on the 

site chosen by Mayor Jean Drapeau. Whether that site ultimately made sense is another question. An expanded version of this article was 
previously published in the July, 2003 issue of Plan Canada's French language sister publication, Urbanite. 

Moscow was selected in the spring 
of 1960, by a slim majority, to host 

the 1967 World's Fair. Montreal's bid 
was spearheaded at the time by a team 
that included a senator, several cabinet 
ministers and Sarto Fournier, then 
mayor of Montreal.A three-way cost
sharing agreement was proposed, 
whereby the federal government would 
provide $20 million, the province $15 
million and the City of Montreal $5 
million. The real cost of the project was 
20 times those amounts! When the 
International Exhibitions Bureau voted 
in 1960, Montreal came up second. 

Moscow withdrew in 1962, however, 
and Montreal renewed its bid to host 
the universal and international 
exhibition, determined to win this time. 
Mayor Jean Drapeau had no intention of 
letting such an opportunity slip by.And 
this is how Montreal finally did get to 
host the large-scale international 
exhibition called "Man and his World". 

Under Bill C-103, Montreal was 
supposed to choose a site. The fair 
grounds were to be situated on the 
Island of Montreal, equipped with public 
services (electricity, gas, sewers, water 
supply, telephone network, etc.) and 
accessible by public transportation and 
from the city's main thoroughfares, 
major highways and railways. 
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Mayor Drapeau, however, had a different 
vision of things. Refusing to consider 
other proposals and against the advice 
of the fair's commissioner, the mayor 
selected a site in the middle of the river, 
on St. Helen's Island and Notre-Dame 
Island (originally named Moffat Island) , 
which would be enlarged. It was a 
spectacular site, but the proposal 
seemed hardly feasible , given the 
immense fill operation required and the 
time frame for completing the work. 

Mayor Drapeau nonetheless rallied city 
council and despite a very tight deadline 
( 12 months) , the city delivered part of 
the site ( 1.5 km2 of a total 4 km2 planned) 
on June 30, 1964, to the tune of $20 
million in 1967 dollars (the equivalent of 
$120 million in 2000 dollars) 

Though the site was not complete, the 
Canadian Corporation for the 1967 
World Exhibition was relieved to finally 
be able to begin work. The Corporation 
was responsible for all the infrastructure 
work as well as for development of the 
site, the logistics of installing the pavilions 
of some I 00 exhibitors (countries and 
companies) and the enormous task of 
coordination. There were two years, 
nine months and 26 days left at that 
point before the official opening of the 
fair, scheduled for April 28, 1967. 

Planning was efficient and structured, 
covering not only roadwork, drainage 
operations, pumping, earthwork, 
bridgework, energy transmission, public 
transportation, landscaping, design and 
architecture but also public relations, 
publicity, information for exhibitors, and 
so on. The critical path method was put 
to the task to prepare against all 
contingencies-against delays in delivery, 
for example, by ordering goods and 
materials required (reinforcing steel, 
transformers, pumps, electric motors, 
distribution boxes, etc.) even before the 
calls for tender. In addition, all exhibitors, 
the Expo Corporation and all other 
users were required to adhere to a 
schedule for entry of the different 
construction trades, to prevent shortages 
of skilled tradesmen such as electricians, 
masons, and plasterers. 

The Choice of Site 
Montreal's Urban Planning department 
was directed to study site options and 
to recommend a location that not only 
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met the requirements of Bill C-103 but 
was also the best choice in terms of 
converting infrastructure and facilities to 
meet the needs of the city after the fair 
was over. 

More than 30 sites were studied: in the 
suburbs, in the great outdoors, along the 
south shore of Montreal and even as far 
away as Granby. 

Based on the experience of other cities, 
the following was considered: 

I. The fair site should be as close as 
possible to the city centre where the 
following are available: tourist 
facilities (hotels, restaurants), 
transportation (trains, subway, bus, 
taxis, trucking routes), public utilities 
(water supply, sewage and 
telecommunications systems), and 
public safety services (fire prevention, 
police, medical emergency facilities) . 

2. If such facilities are inadequate or do 
not exist, investments necessary to 
build or improve them should, as 
much as possible, be recoverable 
after the fair and constitute an asset 
for the local community. 

The land along the shore of the river 
from MacKay pier to opposite Nun's 
Island, seemed, on analysis, as 

spectacular a site as Notre-Dame Island. 
The Bonaventure expressway did not 
exist at the time, and would have been 
laid out differently. University Street 
would have provided the link with the 
downtown area. The land between 
McGill Street and University, south of 
Notre Dame to Wellington Avenue 
would have been reparcelled and 
heritage buildings restored. 

That is essentially what the Urban 
Planning department recommended in 
1963. Not only did it seem the best 
option in terms of the future of the city 
but it also provided a highly attractive 
site for the fair. Decidedly a way of 
looking at things that could be defended 
today, especially in light of current 
projects in Montreal's international 
district where , as part of the Special 
Planning Program, we are "rebuilding 
links between the business district, 
Old Montreal, the Cite multimedia and 
Chinatown." Nonetheless, the mayor 
managed to convince the Municipal 
Council that siting the fair on St. Helen's 
and Notre-Dame islands was a better 
choice. 

Site Preparation 
Once the earthwork was started, the 
main problem was finding the fill.An 
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estimated 35 million tonnes of fill were 
required . No matter how you looked at 
it, there seemed no way the work could 
be finished in so little time. The rock 
blasted from the tunnels of Montreal's 
subway was not enough, and besides, it 
was impossible to synchronize delivery 
with the construction schedule.A proposal 
was then made to pump fill from the 
bottom of the St. Lawrence River, killing 
two birds with one stone as this would 
dredge the river channel. The sludge 
from the riverbed was eventually 
exhausted too, however, and a decision 
was made to reduce the amount of fill 
by creating lakes in the islands. Still 
more fill was required nonetheless, and 
the remainder (8.5 million tonnes) was 
trucked in continuously, day and night, 
from the South Shore. 

Next, a series of projects, one as 
complex as the next, had to be 
completed, including construction of 
two bridges and public transportation 
to move all the visitors to the fair. The 
Expo Express, which crossed the 
Concorde Bridge to reach the islands, 
and a subway line (with two stations) 
that ran under the river and was used 
by 66% of visitors despite the 
Corporation's forecasts otherwise; a 
report by Hans Blumenfled in 1962 
suggested the subway would be the 
means of transportation favoured by 
most visitors. 

Montreal's rubber-tired metro took only 
90 seconds to run between the two 
terminal stations. With 40 trains of nine 
cars apiece, each car carrying 150 
passengers, 50,000 people could be 
transported both ways every hour 
(about two-thirds of the rush-hour 
traffic).A wastewater treatment plant 
was built as well as a fire station, a 
water supply system, a sewer system, a 
gas system and low- and high-voltage 
electric power transmission systems. 
For traffic to get to the large principal 
parking area in Pointe Saint Charles, the 
Bonaventure highway had to be built. 
A peninsula called Cite Du Havre was 
built on what had been the breakwater 
called MacKay Pier, and along here ran 
the main road to the fair as well as the 
various pipelines and conduits.An ice 
boom was built in the river upstream to 
prevent formation of ice jams as a result 
of the hydrographic changes caused by 
placing fill in the river for the islands. 
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A model of the site chosen for EXPO 67. 

This brief description of the additional 
work required gives some idea of the 
additional difficulties caused by the 
islands site above and beyond the 
tremendous task of putting together a 
universal and international exhibition in 
such a short time. It is a story that 
started off badly with squabbling over 
the site of the fair. Fortunately, the story 
had a happy ending: Expo 67 attracted 
more than 50 million visitors. 

In this case, the scope of the fill work 
required and the complexity of 
transporting visitors to and from the 
islands were underestimated. Would it 
have been possible to do things 
otherwise, and as well or better at 
lower cost? What we do know is that 
choosing to site Expo 67 in the river 

Rive-Sud • 

was a costly improvization that was not 
based on carefully researched technical 
information. Extravagant oratory 
overrode common sense. • 

Guy R. Legault is a member of the Ordre des 
architectes du Quebec and a senior member of 
the Ordre des Urbanistes du Quebec (OUQ). He 
spent 30 years working for the City of Montreal's 
Urban Planning Department 

* Photo Credit: National Archives of Canada 
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