
 
 
 

An Open Letter to Pauline Marois  
 
 
 
From the earliest days, Quebec Jews played an important role 
in the development of what was then a British colony. 
Jews helped found the Montreal General Hospital, created the 
street railway in Montreal, originated hydro power in Quebec, 
helped fund the Lachine Canal and financially supported the 
first Canadian railway—The St. Lawrence and Champlain. 
 
 

 
 
Downtown Montreal in1812.  



 
The first Nelson’s Column was erected in 1809, with Jews 
among the subscribers.  The idea of a column originated in a 
tavern when the Nelson’s victory, and death, at Trafalgar were 
announced.  The London monument was erected years later. 
In Montreal, a whipping post to punish criminals was erected 
at the foot of the monument. 
 
 
The first Jewish settler, Aaron Hart, pressed his family 
to try their luck in the New World and among the first 
to come was Henry Joseph, only 15 years old in 1790, 
who was highly successful.  He established a chain of 
trading posts (one of his employees, for a time, was John 
Jacob Astor) and he has been described as the “father 
of Canada’s merchant marine” because of elaborate 
shipping arrangements he made. 
 

 
 
A trading canoe. 
 
Henry Joseph was one of three Jews among the 
founders of Canada’s first bank (The Bank of 
Montreal) in 1817. 



Joseph’s sons—Jacob Henry and Jesse—organized 
Canada’s first railway (The Saint Lawrence and 
Champlain); Jacob Henry founded Canada’s first 
telegraph line, was President of the Montreal Elevator 
Company; Jesse (a lifelong bachelor) served as 
President of both the Montreal Gas Company and the 
Montreal Electric Company (resigning from the latter 
because he thought electricity had no future!) and 
established the City Passenger Railway.  
 

 
 
The earliest street railways stopped whenever someone 
waved, or a passenger wanted to shop or chat with a 
friend. 
A rope along the length of the car was attached to the 
driver’s toe and a tug on the cord demanded a stop. 
(Jesse was horrified when his Board called for 
electrifying the transit service suggesting that only 



lunatics would board a vehicle not hauled by a horse. 
But he was 90 years old then.) 
 
Another pioneer was Moses Judah Hayes (or Hays), an 
army engineer. He and his brother-in-law, Isaac 
Valentine of Trois-Rivieres, purchased and upgraded 
the Montreal waterworks. 
 

 
 
The Montreal Water Works. 
 
He provided Montrealers with reliable fresh water and 
then sold the plant—turning to development of what 
could be described as the first shopping Centre: Hayes 
House. 



Constructed on Dalhousie Square, it included exclusive 
shops, a theatre (seating 1,500!), and a fashionable 
hotel. 
However, it was destroyed in the Great Fire of 1852. 
 

 
Hayes House in flames. 
 
Moses Judah Hayes, now a widower with five children, 
was ruined. 
The city, recognizing the great contributions he had 
made, named him Chief of Police!  Montreal had a 
Jewish Chief of Police. 



This was a challenging position.  Above all, there was 
the great difficulty of finding people competent to work 
as constables for $1.00 a day. 
Hayes’ solution: when drunks emerged from a weekend 
in a cell, he offered them a job—and some accepted! 



 



Montreal Police Constable. 
 
Hayes was on duty for 12 hours a day—every second 
day—dashing off in a horse-drawn cart when word 
came of a problem.  But on the morning of November 
12th, 1861, while shaving, he suffered a heart attack and 
died. 
 
A German immigrant in Quebec City, Sigismund Mohr, 
initiated the idea of harnessing water power in Quebec. 
He tapped into the flow of the Montmorency Falls near 
the provincial capital. 



 
 
Engineer Sigismund Mohr. 
 
 



 
Mohr introduced electricity to Canada in a dramatic 
fashion.  He installed light bulbs around the Quebec 
City Terrace, overlooking the St. Lawrence River, and 
some 10,000 people turned out to cheer as he turned the 
lights on and off.  The simple routine fascinated people 
seeing electricity used for the first time. 
 

  
 
Dufferin Terrace, Quebec City, was the first place in 
Canada lit by electricity. 
 



Mohr’s concept made Montreal the first harbor in 
North America lit by electricity. 
 
The greatest contribution to the growth and 
development of Montreal came from an inventor who 
never set foot in the city. 
Isaac Singer, working in a theatre, thought up the idea 
of a sewing machine, borrowed $20 to build a prototype 
and received a patent. 
 



 



The sewing machines, in their thousands, made the 
manufacture of clothing one of Montreal’s biggest 
industries. 
  
Montreal was the home for a time of the 
highly-inventive Emile Berliner who is the man who 
made the telephone a working instrument, invented the 
phonograph, the flat record, the recording studio, the 
microphone, parquet flooring, and one of the earliest 
helicopters. 
 
Alexander Graham Bell had discovered in Edinburgh, 
an experimental “telephon” (created by a sickly 
German Jewish schoolmaster named Reis) and tried but 
failed to make it into a useful communications device. 
That came from Berliner who devised the undulating 
coil and the mouthpiece—and sold them for a 
handsome $50,000 to Bell. 
 
 

  
  
Bell-Berliner--the original name for the telephone. 



 
 
Berliner used the $50,000 to fund other research. 
 

 
 
By 1890, one third of all Montreal jobs were in 
manufacturing.  Clothing manufacture was the second 



largest industry.  By 1909, 15,000 Jews were working in 
the needle trade.  The working language was Yiddish 
and Yiddish was a third official language in Montreal 
for a few years, at the beginning of the century. 
Every company manufacturing trousers, but one, was 
Jewish-owned. 
 
 

 
 
 
Herman Reitman, an immigrant from Romania, in 1909 
rented a barrow for 25 cents a day and peddled fruit 
and vegetables up and down St. Lawrence 
Boulevard—the heart of the Jewish ghetto. Then, in 
partners with an uncle, he opened a Fabric shop—and 
finally, went into women’s wear. He was so successful 
that he opened branches to meet the demand.  ”You’re 
so successful,” a friend said.  “Why don’t you open 
more shops?” 



Herman responded: “I can’t.  I only have four sons.” 
 
    Reitman’s today is an international concern with 
sales approaching a billion dollars a year! 
 
Jacob Pascal, an immigrant glazier, established 
Canada’s largest hardware business. 
He opened his first store in the St. Lawrence 
Market—opening his shop at six a-m to service 
tradesmen with items they needed for that day’s work. 
At peak, Pascal’s had 16 stores and two furniture 
outlets—with 3,400 employees. 
Checking accounts, he noted “this account is overdue. 
I’ll show you how to collect an overdue account.”  An 
hour later, he returned to growl “They were poor 
people.  I gave them $5.00.”  
 
 



 
 



Hungarian-born Ida Steinberg used her $200 in savings 
to start her own grocery business in 1917. 
 
 

 
 
The original Steinberg’s 
 
Her son, Sam, went to work at age 12 and by 14, he 
realized this was the business for him. He originated 
self-service and for decades, Steinberg’s was the second 
largest employer in Quebec (Bell was first.). 
 
Minnie and Benjamin Brownstein opened a small 
department store in 1937 and called it “Brown’s Credit 
House” when customers found it difficult to pronounce 
their name.  Seventeen years later, they ventured into 
selling high-end shoes.  



 
 

 
 
Morty Brownstein receiving the Order of Canada, 
acknowledging his great services to the community and 
the nation.  
 
A twelve year old immigrant, from Eastern Europe 
David Losch (changed to Lewis) became a Rhodes 
Scholar and was leader of the New Democratic Party. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 David Lewis—head of the 
NDP. 
He was a brilliant orator but, as he had help in learning 
to speak English, he had a Welsh twang to his 
pronunciation. 
  
At the turn of the century a skilled carpenter arrived in 
Montreal—planning to spend the night (sleeping on the 
floor) a friend’s tenement apartment.  Instead, learning 
of a job possibility in the CPR Angus yards, he walked 
seven kilometers (the trolley fare was 7 cents) to sign 
up.  His baby son Harry became Mr. Justice Batshaw, 
Canada’s first Jewish Judge, and his youngest son, 
Manuel, became one of the most outstanding 



community leaders the city has known.  The Batshaw 
Centres bear his name. 
 
 

 Manuel G. Batshaw 
 
 
     In 1911, Canadian Century reported: “The  
     Montreal Jew is a self-supporting citizen and 
     justly proud of it.  A race that has no beggars, 
     no drunkards, no prostitutes, no hoodlums, 
     certainly has much to commend it.” 
  
In 1922, when Pogroms orphaned an estimated 160,000 
Jewish children, Jewish communities sent teams to help. 
The Canadian team included bookstore owner Harry 
Hershman, who helped 136 orphans to find new homes 
in Canada.  He placed the orphans without the benefit 
of bureaucracy and regulations—simply taking an 
orphan by the hand every Friday (after closing his 



shop) and convincing the first man (never a woman) he 
met to take the child home.  Meeting a man named 
Cooperburg (Cooper Clothing) he convinced the 
childless manufacturer to take home the future Dr. A.A. 
Cooperburg.  Hershman took a little girl home one day 
and, suprising his wife, told her “this is our daughter.” 
The daughter named Feige became Mrs. Arnold Fisher, 
an important community leader. 
 

 
Harry Hershman with some of his orphans. 
 
In 1922, the Protestant School Board—alarmed by the 
rising enrolment of Jewish children in their high schools 
(you had to pay to attend, then, and Jewish parents 
would sacrifice almost anything to ensure a good 
education for their children) decided to ghettoize them 



by building Baron Byng High School.  The theory was 
that the Jewish students would be sidelined.  It didn’t 
work out that way.  Instead, every year, Baron Byng 
students were amongst the top names on the list of 
provincial graduates. 
Among them were Nobel Prize winner Ralph Marcus 
(Chemistry); Dr. Phil Gold (who developed with Dr. 
Samuel Freedman, the CEA test for cancer) who 
washed beer bottles to pay his tuition; Quebec Justice 
Minister Herbert Marx, Senators Carl Goldenberg and 
Yoine Goldstein, Supreme Court Justice Morris Fish 
(known to his friends as “Big Moe”) poets A.M. Klein 
and Irving Layton (real name Issie Lazarovitch—and 
he was expelled!), artists Moe Reinblatt and Ghitta 
Caiserman, Auto Pact and Free Trade originator Simon 
Reisman.  
 

 Simon Reisman originated 
the idea of the Canada-US Trade Agreement and 
negotiated both. 
 
Federal Immigration Minister Gerry Weiner, author 
Mordecai Richler, and thousands of others… 



 
Twin brothers Harold and Bernard Shapiro began their 
working careers washing glasses in their father’s Ruby 
Foo’s restaurant and ended up as heads of two 
universities—Harold-Princeton; Bernard—McGill. 
Mitzi Lowy, burdened with a disabled husband, made it 
out of Hitler’s Europe and was a senior Jewish 
community worker while her son, Fred, became head of 
Concordia University. 
 

 Prof.Fred Lowy 
 
 
During the years leading up to World War Two, the 
Liberal Government headed up by William Lyon 
MacKenzie King turned its back on the tens of 
thousands of people seeking to flee Nazi Europe.  
 



 
 
 

 
MacKenzie King with his dogs.  He believed he could 
communicate, after death, with his dogs and his mother. 
To him, Hitler was a man of peace!  King’s priorities 
were to be elected and re-elected, largely with Quebec 
support. 
 
After the War, David Lewis’ father, and the Arbeiter 
Ring, were able to negotiate the admission of 2,147 



tailors and 500 furriers, largely Jewish.  They 
established a wide range of industries. 
 
 
Beginning in 1947, after a bewildering period in 
Displaced Persons Camps, 34,000 Holocaust survivors 
came to Montreal.  In their first year, they established 
21 new industries.  
 
Canada had the worst record of any 
democracy—accepting, reluctantly, only 5,000 refugees. 
In contrast, the United States accepted 125,000 Jewish 
refugees (including 20 Nobel Lureates!) and 
beleaguered Britain accepted 70,000 (18 Nobels) 
 
     One of the Laureates was Ernest Boris Chain 
     discoverer of Penicillin, who arrived with five 
     pounds in his pocket. 
  

 Samuel Bronfman 
 



The Bronfman family emerged from a poverty-stricken 
existence in the Jewish settlement of Wappala—in 
Assiniboia (now part of Saskatchewan).  
From age 14, Sam Bronfman proved himself to be a 
dynamic entrepreneur—becoming one of the richest 
men in Canada.  He established a brewery in a 
Montreal suburb, Ville Lasalle, and became an expert 
at blending whiskeys and marketing liquor. 
     When King George VI visited Canada, in 1939, 
Bronfman offered the royal party (and they accepted) 
ten cases of his specially-created Crown Royal with an 
appropriate bottle design. 
 

 
Sam Bronfman’s royal tribute 



 
 
 
 
 
Sam Bronfman’s daughter, Phyllis, became an architect 
and founded Heritage Montreal to help save historically 
important buildings. 
She also created the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture—recognized as one of the greatest 
institutions of its kind. 

 
The Canadian Centre for Architecture 
 
In 1961, Louis Rasminsky was named Governor of the 
Bank of Canada—a vitally important position he held 
for 12 years.  He played a major role in the creation of 
the International Monetary System. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
In 1962, NDP leader Tommy Douglas wrote: 
    “As a land of many races, Canada has benefited 
from the contribution of its various ethnic groups. 
Those of the Jewish faith have particularly 
enriched our business, academic and cultural life. 
In doing so, they have placed Canada in their 
debt.” 
  
Certainly one of Canada’s greatest industrialists was 
Harry Halton—whose family sent him to London after 
the Nazis seized control of his native Czechoslovakia. 
They couldn’t send him money so they sent him cases of 
Pilsner beer to pay for his food, lodging and tuition. 
After working in the British aviation industry, during 
World War Two, he joined Canadair/Bombardier in 
Montreal and unquestionably was their greatest aircraft 
designer. 
Halton’s designs included the CL-189 drone, used by 
NATO, the CL215 water bomber and (though 
paralyzed from the waist down and working from a 
hospital bed) the Challenger jet. 
 
 



 
Harry Halton’s wide-body Challenger jet; it led to the 
stretched RJ (regional jet). 
 
Most people starting out with nothing would 
grumble—but technological genius Reg Weiser started 
his company, Positron, in his garage and he was $9,859 
inb debt! 
His company today has activities all over the world. 
Example: when New Orleans was struck by a 
hurricane, Reg’s company installed an emergency 
response system.  He designed the towers in the Wall 
Street Stock Exchange, providing instantaneous 
information. 
 



 
Wall Street Stock Exchange 
 
Morris Goodman, as a boy, went to work delivering 
prescriptions for a drugstore and went on to graduate 
from the Universite de Montreal and create the second 
largest generic manufacturing concern in 
Canada--PharmaScience. 
 



 
PharmaScience- investing millions into research on 
medications.  
 
 Alvin Cramer became Alvin Cramer Segal after his 
mother re-married.  Born in the US, Alvin couldn’t 
earn a high school leaving certificate as his French 
wasn’t good enough.  He went to work in his 
step-father’s factory—Peerless Clothing and took it 
from 100 employees to 3,000!  Most of his output went 
to the United States. 
 
 
 



 He created the Segal 
Cancer Centre at the Jewish General Hospital and the 
Segal Arts Centre. 
 
In 1985, Prime Minister Brian Mulroney 
declared: 
    “Montreal would not be the world-class city it is 
today without the remarkable contribution of its 
Jewish citizens to business, education, to medicine, 
to science, to law, to all the arts, to religion and 
politics and sports, and—with unfailing 
generosity—to every good cause this city has 
known.” 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
                      The Nobel Laureates 
 

 
 
Saul Bellow—spoke Yiddish to his parents, English in 
school and French to his street pals—And thought 
everyone did. 
 
Montreal’s Four Nobel Prize Winners: 
     Saul Bellow – Literature 
     Sidney Altman – Chemistry 
     Ralph Marcus – Chemistry 



     Ralph Steinman – Medicine 
They’re all Jewish! 
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