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Claims on Housing Space in Nineteenth-Century Montreal

attic and dormer windows. They were conceived as single-fami-
ly dwellings, and homeownership was frequent.* The fundamen-
tal class distinction was between stone and wood. Fronting on
working-class streets like McCord street were wooden houses
with brick cladding, while along the alley in the interior of the
same block were lower-grade plank houses vulnerable to fire
and rot (Figure 1). Very few such houses remain today, but of
the 4000 infants born in Montreal in 1859, one in ten lived — or
died — in the rear habitat of alley or courtyard.

In response to fires of 1850 and 1852 which destroyed over 15 per
cent of the housing stock, the city prohibited construction of all-
wood buildings and wood shingles, and required brick cladding in
new housing. (A brick wall was erected both inside and outside
the plank structure.) Much of the new housing was “duplex” or
double-decker, with two families stacked one above the other,
and twinned in “double duplex” buildings, aligned in terraces
(photos). Despite prompt replacement of the burnt district and
a surge of construction, immigration was heavy, and demand
outran construction throughout the 1850s. As Engels expressed
it, “The housing crisis is not chance, it is an institution”.®

In 1861 half our sample families were still living in plank houses,
comfortably-off households of the Protestant sample more often
in brick-clad or all-brick dwellings. Variations of household com-
position were considerable, and even prosperous families were
large, complicated and crowded. A thriving fire-wood dealer,
for example, owner of several properties, lived in a one-storey
plank house at the centre of town, with his family of five, his
three young men employees and two servant-girls. A two-storey
brick house was occupied by two Irish families — a young man
with wife and two children, and a grocer with his wife, three
children, two lodgers, and the grocery. Nineteen families in-
habited a labyrinthine three-storey brick building. A woman
housed her workshop of eight young seamstresses. On the out-
skirts, an old ship carpenter lived by himself in his waterfront
shop, and, in Saint-Jean-Baptiste Village, a goldsmith whose
working capital was valued at 2000$, lived with his wife and five
children, his newly-married sister and her husband, his brother
and his wife's sister — eleven persons in a one-storey plank
house.

In the next building boom, which peaked in 1872, half the
houses built were duplexes, nearly two-thirds if we include
variants like triplexes, a few boarding houses, and flats over
shops (9 per cent of dwellings, see photo).® While building
materials and techniques improved, they continued to reflect
class distinctions: for “the classes” a stone or solid brick build-
ing with mansard roof and a usable lighted basement, for “the
masses” brick-clad plank, no basement, and a flat roof covered
with felt-asphalt composition and gravel. The basic two-storey
four-family box, with no setback and no indoor plumbing, was
built for the same market down to the end of the century. In the
1880s, a labourer described such a home in the east end: his
family of five rented a two-storey house with about 400 square
feet of floor area: a ground-floor room 20 feet by 10 feet, the
upstairs divided into two rooms. His wife carried water from the

yard, and next door a similar layout was shared by nine per-
sons. A skilled worker, able to pay a higher rent, could obtain
65 per cent more floor area (660 square feet) in a new triplex
layout of three rooms on the same floor (22 feet front by 30 feet
deep), with three families stacked on the same lot.” By 1900,
more working-class families were living in the larger units of
600-750 square feet, partitioned into four or five rooms.

... Without Equity

But larger spaces did not mean equity in housing. Over half a
century there was no easing of the lines of social class. Mer-
chants, professionals, and salaried white-collar workers,
together comprising a quarter of the population, enjoyed dwell-
ings of great variety and style, nearly all terraces or rows. While
some were one-family houses, more were four-storey luxury
duplexes in which each family occupied two full floors of living
space. The individualized dwellings of the classes averaged
four times the size of the standardized dwellings of the masses,
and the gap in housing standard was associated with substan-
tial residential segregation between them.8 To estimate the dis-
parities, using rent per person as a measure of space
occupied, we generated Lorenz curves for the cumulative dis-
tribution in 1861 and for each successive decade down to
1901. No change can be discerned between 1861 and 1891,
only a slim improvement in the 1890s. The most comfortable
tenth of families occupied one-third of all dwelling space, and
the most comfortable third of all families occupied two-thirds of
all dwelling space. Since rents show near-perfect correlation
with floor areas and moderate correlation with incomes,? the ine-
quality of rents accurately represents the inequality of
household purchasing power in general, as well as the ine-
quality of claims on space in particular.

Let us attempt a more concrete measure. Since in 1901
households average five persons and dwellings average six
rooms, the number of rooms is somewhat greater than the num-
ber of people, and it should not be difficult to provide
reasonable spaces for the entire population. Yet many large
households are living in relatively small spaces (see Figure 2).
If space per person is a fundamental measure of equity in an
urban society, Montreal is a profoundly inequitable society.

The maldistribution of housing space is hardly startling news.
What is more interesting is who the people are. The more and
less crowded families are quite different populations in terms of
their occupations, their social status and class positions, and
their cultural identities. The polarisation is radical, and it per-
sists in much the same form over the forty years. As shown in
Figure 3, French Canadians in 1901 dominate the market for
small dwellings (2-4 rooms). Irish Catholics, who constitute one-
fifth of all families, dominate the market for five-room dwellings,
while Protestants of Irish, Scottish and English origins dominate
the market for dwellings of six rooms or more. (One quarter of
the population, they occupy half of the six-room dwellings,
three-fourths of the dwellings of ten rooms or more).
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holm, Bernhardt reports a 25 per cent higher risk
of child mortality in the most crowded houses. She
hypothesizes higher mortality from air-borne con-
tagious diseases, such as scarlet fever, diph-
theria, measles, whooping cough and respiratory
diseases. Diarrheal infections, on the other hand,
are associated with high population density, poor
nutrition and defective sewers. In Montreal infant
diarrhea accounted for a huge summer mortality,
and streets of high residential density show the
highest infant death rates (ages under 12
months).'2

While in 1860 the working-class housing problem
was a scarcity of private space, at the end of the
century the critical problem was the connection of
a private dwelling to the larger public space and
services. Here, too, there had been some improve-
ment, important in terms of hygiene and
housework. As Bradbury says, “A water connec-
tion, a cast-iron cooking stove, and, for the best-
paid workers' families, an indoor toilet, constituted
the major advances for wives in working-class

households during the second half of the cen-
tury”. By 1897 nearly all Montreal dwellings had a

water connection in house or yard, but half were
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still served by a single tap for two or three

7 8 9 families, and one household in six was still relying
on the outdoor pit privy.'3 The old alley dwellings
behind McCord street (Figure 1) were described in
the 1880s as “rickety, propped up facing dirty
sheds and germ-breeding closets...” In one

Figure 2: Sizes of bousebolds and dwellings in 1901. Circles are proportionate to the house, adjoining a stable, eight families were

numbers of families of specified dwelling-size and bousebold-size. For

source, see Table 2, column C.

The larger mean dwelling size, and therefore the reduction of
crowding, was made possible by stacking dwellings at higher
densities of development. The new triple-deckers offered 65
per cent greater floor area in each unit (660 square feet) than
the older model, but they housed the same number of families
on an acre of land and three times as many on a kilometre of
street frontage. Montreal, as a smaller city, less confined by its
site, did not build tenement houses at the densities of Glasgow,
New York, Chicago and Paris,© but residential densities in
Montreal nevertheless increased greatly. In the most densely
populated areas of Montreal, residential density tripled between
1860 and 1900, ranging in working-class neighbourhoods of
1900 from 100 to 300 persons per residential acre.’

The consequences for health are difficult to assess, and in the
Montreal case one might expect contradictory effects of the
decline of room-crowding and the rise in population density. For
U.S. cities in 1911, Preston and Haines report higher child mor-
tality (ages under 5 years) in smaller dwellings; and in Stock-

reported, including a family of four persons in two
rooms, all of them ill with diphtheria or typhoid. 14

Progress, with all its limitations, was achieved

without municipal zoning or regulation of building.
Every few years fire or contagion provoked questions about the
risks, but municipal responses were limited to the requirement
of brick cladding, a collective water supply (to restrain the cost
of fire insurance), smallpox vaccination campaigns, and oc-
casional short-lived efforts at “cleansing” the city. The silence of
a “non-policy” in housing confirms the power of wealth over
space. The wealthy were enjoying an ever higher-quality
habitat, and private enterprise provided them with ever higher-
quality services such as gas lighting, indoor plumbing, and, in
the 1890s, electric light, telephone and the tramway. For the
working class, none of these services was within reach by the
end of the century. The inequalities reflect a complex social rela-
tion, a form of cultural domination and an exercise of power of
the haves over the have-nots.

The Housing Adjustment Process and Family Strategies

How did working-class families adapt their strategies to the
duplex/triplex housing environment? As Marc Choko has
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