Travels With My Celia(c) — Montreal

Montreal
May 22" to May 26", 2008

This was just going to be a short couple of pages with brief notes on a
three day visit to the biggest French-speaking city in Canada.

But Montreal deserves more than that!

Why | Don’t Travel to the United States

It's not to say that | won't in the future, but at the moment | avoid travelling
to the United States, as | disagree so much with George W. Bush.

| am against the invasion of Iraq, the death penalty, American penal
policies, the pro-gun lobby, various commercial and trade policies, the
Americans addiction to vehicles and wasting energy and the violent films
they make and glorify. The list is actually a lot longer!

Interestingly, most of my many American friends feel the same!

When | had the opportunity to do business in Canada, | felt that to
complete this book that a visit to Montreal would be in order followed by a
couple of days of exploring the city.

After all, a book on travel that ignores North America is probably not
complete.
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Here in the Fifty-First State
May 22" to May 24", 2008

| know Canadians get very angry when | say things like that, but here in the
outskirts of Montreal, is there any difference to those of Houston, Detroit or
Denver, except that the signage is in French?

| woke early to the noise of traffic on the Freeway and as there was thirty
minutes or so before breakfast, | decided that a walk to stretch legs and
blow away the dust of the flight would be a good idea. But of course no-
one walks in the United States, so it wasn't easy to find anywhere suitable.
But at least I'll only be here for a few days.

| think now, that at nearly sixty-one | understand why | hated all those trips
to the United States with Metier in the 1970s and 80s. American Hotels,
and this one was no different, are generally soulless and you have to rely
heavily on the car. You're trapped and | don't like that. | was of a
generation when kids could be truly free and do what they want.

Look at this picture from the
balcony of the Holiday Inn at
Pointe Claire. The noise from the
Freeway was incessant and you
had views of boring industrial units
and apartments all put together
from the same designs you get all
over the continent.

North America can do so much
better! But will it?

The United States may claim it is the land of the free and it once was. Now
it is trapped in a society that stifles the life out of everybody and everything.
Even in the Business Centre in the hotel, | could still hear that traffic on the
Freeway.

At least | could walk to the St.
Lawrence River, which was a
beautiful oasis in contrast to the
dross and banality around the
hotel.

We must all have the ability to
regain our freedom and soul.
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Rescued by the Indians
May 23", 2008

Breakfast was good in the hotel. | had a lot of fruit followed by scrambled
eggs and some bacon. Nothing to upset me there at all! Incidentally, I've
never eaten bread in the United States after the first few times as it's crap.
Well not crap! Very crap!

So | didn't spend too much time wondering about supper, as if breakfast
was this good, then supper might be fine.

I had time to kill, so | walked down to the railway that links Pointe Claire
into the city. Did | see any restaurants? Two! One called Le Manoir
looked smart and promising and there was an Indian Takeaway, called
Sahib that looked rather down-market.

Coming back | checked a supermarket for gluten-free food. Here in
Canada, it appears that you have to list every ingredient and give
nutritional values, but you don't have to list the allergens.

Pointless! Or at least pointless for coeliacs, as a lot of the ingredients were
complicated chemicals that could have been created from wheat. Proper
plain crisps, such as Kettle, in the UK, contain just potatoes, sunflower oil
and salt, but in Canada, they seemed to have a list as long as your arm.

So | checked Le Manoir just in case. | didn't like it, so | knew it would have
to be the hotel restaurant.

| asked the barman for the menu and he knew all about being a coeliac.
That was good, but unfortunately, everything except a plain steak or a
salad was out. | just didn't fancy either, so | went and saw if | could brave
Le Manior. | couldn't!

So as a last resort | tried Sahib.

| was rescued as the waiter
assured me that everything was
cooked properly with chickpea flour
and | was treated to an excellent
Chicken Jalfrezi. With a glass of
wine the whole meal was twenty-
one Canadian dollars.

Not bad and they even had a replay of the Indian Premier League on the
television. Great fun!
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Old Montreal
May 24" to May 26", 2008

The centre of Montreal does have
a lot of character and is very
different to the anonymous
suburbs.

You are definitely in North
America, but the buildings, shops
and streets are much closer to say
the better parts of New York or
Boston, with a distinct French
flavour thrown in.

They've even got a column to Nelson in the Place Jacques-Cartier, which
is thirty or years older than the famous one in Trafalgar Square.

| wandered extensively through the
city. The picture shows the Rue
St. Denis, where | thoroughly
enjoyed the cafes and shops.

If you type Rue St. Denis into
Google, you find this street in
Montreal, rather than its namesake
in Paris. Perhaps this is because it
doesn’t have the risqué reputation.

Coffees and smoothies in the city were good, but | did find that eating
wasn'’t as easy as it should have been. | ate lunch on the last day in a
restaurant in the district of Vieux Montreal and | think | got glutened. The
food wasn't that good and was cold when it was served, so it may have
been the experience.

| didn’t search out any coeliac-
friendly restaurants before | went to
the city and this is something that |
would do, if | visited again.

Because though that the city has
so much to see, do and buy,
Montreal is not really a city to visit
without someone you love. Or
even a friend!
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The Olympic Nightmare
May 24", 2008

Montreal hosted the Olympics in 1976.

In four years, London will be
hosting the 2012 Games. For this
reason, | took the Metro to see the
legacy that was left by the
Olympics to Montreal.

The first surprise you get when you

arrive is how small everything

looks. The main stadium is

cramped on the outside, even

when compared to Wembley,

which has much better access with a wide walkway to the Underground.

It is all built in concrete, as many
stadia were in that era and like
many others of the period it is
showing its age.

When | was there, good use was
being made of the pool, but |
suspect that the main stadium is
rather a white elephant, as no
major team is based there.

At least London has decided to use an option, where most of the main
stadium will only be used for the Games and will then be dismantled.

| did take the rather unusual funicular up the inclined tower at the stadium
and that was a trip worth taking as it gives spectacular views of the city.

But if the Olympic stadium is not in the best of nick, slightly sad and
underused, then the airport at Mirabel specially built for the Games was a
disaster. It was never popular with airlines or passengers and is how a
cargo airport and manufacturing plant for Bombardier.

It just shows that when you plan the Olympics, the facilities, housing and
the associated transport links you must get them absolutely right!

As someone who wrote one of the original planning systems, Artemis, for
large projects like this, | hope London has got its hope, dreams, realities
and possibilities in the right order with the correct priority.
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The Iconic Dome
May 24", 2008

What is it about domes?

You get them on cathedrals and churches, and cities as well as London
have built them for exhibitions, sports halls and celebrations. Perhaps it is
because the spherical shape is so strong, that it gives a lightweight, large,
and dramatic structure. Just think how strong an egg is.

Montreal has its dome, but not any
old dome. It is the one designed
by Buckminster Fuller for the US
pavilion at Expo 67 and now called
the Biosphere.

It is one of the great iconic
buildings of the modern world.
Sadly it lacks its acrylic skin, as this
was destroyed by fire in 1976.

When you get close you can really
appreciate the simple structure that creates something so beautiful.

But why is this structure so iconic?

Look at buildings designed and
built since Bucky first developed
his innovative designs.

Before Bucky, buildings often used
masses of concrete and many are
in serious need of repair or even
rebuilding. Look at the Montreal
Olympic site for an example!

After Bucky and especially in the last twenty years or so, amazing metal
and glass structures have been created. One of London’s best modern
designs and a personal favourite is the new roof of the Great Court in the
British Museum. This structure designed by Foster and Partners, has
become a much imitated idea. They appear to be lasting so much better!
Bucky said that “The best way to predict the future is to design it".

He was right!
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Friendll}/ Montrealers and a Not-So-Friendly City
May 22" to May 26", 2008

On the whole, Montrealers are a friendly and very helpful bunch.

As an example, several times when | appeared to be lost and asked my
way, | got very detailed instructions. Try that in many cities and you might
get a shrug and a point, but not much that was useful.

| also left my backpack in the railway station on the Monday, whilst |
wandered around the city. The lady there was most helpful in giving me all
the instructions about how to get to the airport. This was very typical.

But! The city needs to catch up with its inhabitants.

The biggest turn-off for visitors is the signage. It's usually in French only.
Now this doesn’t bother me too much, as having had a house at Les
Ondes in Antibes for some time in the 1980s and early 90s, | can read the
language pretty well, even if my spoken French has a lot to be desired.

Le Francais Québécois

The French spoken in Montreal has some differences to that of France.
Words, syntax and pronunciation are often different. Some Anglicisms
such as le weekend being changed to la fin de semaine. Other words that

have a rather nice ring to them like les pompiers seem not to exist.

But even my rudimentary French can make a good fist of the language.

Most Metro systems these days have indicators saying how long it is until
the next train. Montreal doesn’t! Maps should be clear as they are in
London and Naples. Montreal’s are not, are badly lit and difficult to read.
There are also no street maps at the exit of the Metro.

Buses are clean and fast, but finding one can be difficult, as the stops can
be badly marked. The buses often don’t say much about where they go
either. Getting to the airport using a 211/204 combination you could easily
get lost, as nowhere does it say that this is the airport bus. There was
supposed to be an Airport Express bus, but | couldn't find it.

These are just a few of many annoyances in Montreal. The city must stop
being insular and satisfy the needs of tourists, businessman and others,
many of whom will speak English and have no French.
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Thank Heavens for BA
May 25", 2008

Michael O’Leary will think I'm being sycophantic with this post, but then I've
said he’s a very very nice man under all that aggression and his airline is
never late when I'm aboard. So what has he got to complain about?

I was really looking forward to my supper on BA as | got to the airport.

Except for the poor lunch, I'd had nothing to eat that day, as I'd skipped
breakfast to watch Lewis Hamilton win in Monaco. It's funny isn't it, but
pleasure, such as | got from seeing Lewis win, takes the edge off your
appetite. On the other hand the reverse is definitely true and we all eat
more when we are unhappy.

BA did not disappoint and as usual my gluten-free meal arrived before
everybody else’s. Is this one of the major advantages of being a coeliac?
There are others like having a twenty-five percent less chance of getting
cancer, if you've been diagnosed. I'll take that!

So if you think you have a gluten intolerance, make sure you check it out!

But why did | get rice crackers with my delicious meal on BA? They are
the most nauseas food, thought up by some cardboard magnate who had
an excess of product to dispose of! Give me some Trufree or other gluten-
free crackers anytime!

| slept well too and after landing | was quickly on the Tube to Kings Cross.
If you have little baggage, unless you are going to Paddington, this may
well be the quickest way to London. It's certainly a lot cheaper.

Airline Security

With all the flying | do, | can’t help thinking that we don’t do well when it
comes to making all of our trips by air completely safe. There were queues
everywhere at Heathrow on the way out and the load on security staff was
high. In Montreal, | sped through to airside with no fuss and little wait.

In Montreal, I'm sure that the ratio of staff to passengers was higher and
surely this is the key to improved safety. There | felt | actually spent more
time with security staff than | did in London, as there were no queues.

So they were able to do a better job!
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Web Sites
Most of these sites are in both French and English.

Biodome — www.biodome.qc.ca
Biosphere — www.biosphere.ec.gc.ca
British Airways — www.ba.com
Buses and Metro — www.stm.info
Montreal — ville.montreal.qc.ca
The official site for the city
Montreal-Trudeau Airport — www.admtl.com
Olympic Park — www.rio.gouv.qc.ca
Rue St. Denis — www.la-rue-st-denis.com
Sahib Restaurant — www.go-montreal.com/sahib/index.htm
The Indian Restaurant that rescued me
Tourism — www.tourisme-montreal.org
A comprehensive tourism site for the city

In Conclusion
Despite the food, | had a good time in Montreal.

Next time | go and there will be a next time, I'll search the Internet for some
restaurants first. As | write, | have just typed “gluten-free restaurant
Montreal” into Google and I've got a fairly small but promising selection.

But there is a lot to see, from the cathedrals through the museums, the
river and the shops to Bucky’s Dome and the Olympic site. Itis also a city
where there is a lot of cycling and walking that can be done, so a car is
unnecessary unless you need to travel some distance from the city.

There are also some issues with the city and its French language policy, as
this could be daunting to someone, who doesn’'t have rudimentary French.
Public transport and especially the buses need to be thought through with
visiting tourists and businessmen in mind.

But if all else fails ask someone and you'll be helped by Montrealers!
Montreal is also a city without a security problem and the associated
delays at the airport. For this reason alone, if you fancy a shopping trip to
North America, then why not go to the city instead of New York or Boston.

It's a lot easier to get in! The shopping is good and the sites and
restaurants are worth seeing and very different.
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