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BUILDING THE CHATEAU MONTEBELLO (ALLAN AND DORIS MUIR)

Top: Aerial photo of the Fairmont Le Château Montebello resort, 
on the north bank of the St. Lawrence River in western Quebec, 
highlighting the Log Château (main lodge) near the waterfront. 
Though it’s no longer a premier ski destination,  winter guests at 
the luxury resort can still enjoy an extensive network of cross-
country trails, snowshoeing, skating, tubing and sleigh rides.

RESORTS THEN AND NOW

Canada’s Forgotten Ski Center 
When it opened in 1930, the Seigniory Club was the largest ski resort in  
Canada...and possibly in North America. BY JOSEPH GRAHAM AND PIERRE DUMAS
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The historic Le Château Montebello, 
50 miles east of Ottawa in the Out-
aouais region of western Quebec, 

claims to be the largest log structure in 
the world. That may or may not be true.  
But while the architecture is impressive, 
the almost-forgotten ski history of the  
hotel is legendary. 

Extensive research by the late Pierre 
Dumas, a retired engineer who won an 
ISHA Award for his work in identifying 
and cataloging every ski area and jump in 
the history of Quebec (Skiing History, July-
August 2017), has revealed that when it 
opened in 1930 the Seigniory Club, as the 
complex was then called, was the largest 
ski and winter sports resort in Canada...
and possibly in North America.

First, a bit of background. In 1929, a 
Swiss-American businessman, Harold 

M. Saddlemire, met the auction price and 
bought the rural property—a seigneurial 

estate originally granted in 1674—near the village of 
Montebello on the Ottawa River. Saddlemire, a bold 
man with a vision, had already created Lucerne-in-
Maine, an early resort conceived as a rustic holiday 
destination for wealthy Americans. 

In Montebello, he thought bigger, approaching three 
major bank presidents, the premier of Quebec and 
the president of Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR). All 
endorsed his plans to acquire an additional 100 square 
miles and build Lucerne-in-Quebec, a year-round resort 
on a grand scale. For the construction, and the conve-
nience of future guests, CPR built a special 3,700-foot 
spur line to its doorstep. In the book Building The Cha-
teau Montebello, by Allan and Doris Muir, it’s reported 
that by 1930 the project had passed out of Saddlemire’s 
hands and plans had shifted to create the private, pres-
tigious Seigniory Club. (The resort was owned by the 
CPR and leased to the Seigniory Club until 1970, when 
it was converted into a public resort by Canadian Pa-
cific Hotels and renamed the Château Montebello.)

The owners engaged Montreal architect Harold 
Lawson and dreamed of building the largest log struc-
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SEIGNIORY FLOOR PLAN:  BUILDING THE CHATEAU MONTEBELLO (ALLAN AND DORIS MUIR)

INSPIRATION FOR SUN VALLEY?

There is no evidence that the Seigniory Club provid-
ed the inspiration for W. Averell Harriman when he 
built his dream resort of Sun Valley in the mountains 
of Idaho in 1936. But the similarities between these 
two ground-breaking winter destination resorts 
does raise the question.

Sun Valley would also be built during the Depres-
sion, at the end of a Union Pacific railroad line, and 
in a hurry (seven months rather than four). Its 220-
room resort hotel (versus 211) also featured a snow-
flake floor plan (though modified) and was built us-
ing rough lumber forms to leave wood-grain impres-
sions in the concrete, which was acid-stained brown. 
It too had a heated pool, a skating rink, a ballroom, 
fine dining, and billiards were planned. Like Seignio-
ry, Sun Valley drew the biggest names, including Hol-
lywood stars, and was also featured in films. 

The big difference? Alpine events were added 
to the Olympics in 1936, so Sun Valley’s emphasis, 
unlike Seigniory, was on downhill skiing. It had seri-
ous alpine slopes nearby  and built the world’s first 
chairlift. 

Sun Valley became the largest modern ski resort 
in North America, while Seigniory faded out of the 
alpine picture, though certainly not from world view. 
In 1981, the Canadian resort hosted the seventh G7 
summit, and in 1983, it hosted NATO’s Nuclear Plan-
ning Group. —Bob Soden Top: Birds-eye view of the Sun Valley Lodge with porte 

cochère at top. Bottom: Plan view of the ground floor of 
the Seigniory Club with porte cochère at top.

ture ever. They decided to open to the public on Do-
minion Day—July 1, 1930—just a few months away. Ca-
nadian Pacific built a spur line to reach the site, thou-
sands of cedar logs were ordered from western Canada, 
and the project broke ground in late February. 

The Crash of 1929 and the ensuing Depression had 
hit Canada hard, but the Château Montebello visionar-
ies created a Canadian version of the American New 
Deal for the 3,500 workers they hired. Many were 
Scandinavian and Russian log craftsmen who worked 
with hand tools. Victor Nymark, a Finnish immigrant 
and master log builder, oversaw teams that worked 
around the clock in shifts to finish the project in less 
than four months, using 10,000 Western red cedars 
from British Columbia (40 miles laid end-to-end). 

The grand 211-room resort hotel featured a snowflake-
shaped floor plan and was, at the time, the largest log 
cabin in the world. It had the world’s tallest ski jump, a 
world-class bobsled run, cross-country and alpine slopes, 
a curling rink, a skating rink, a billiards room, a ball-
room, a heated indoor swimming pool, fine dining, and 
a massive four-story, six-sided fireplace. 

Three days after the grand opening on July 1, the 
Governor General of Canada attended a glittering cos-

tume ball at the club. For its first 40 years, the Seignio-
ry Club remained an exclusive private retreat, attracting 
such luminaries as Prince Rainier and Princess Grace 
of Monaco, U.S. President Harry Truman, and enter-
tainers Bing Crosby, Perry Como, Bette Davis and Joan 
Crawford. Today, it’s a luxury resort owned by the 
Fairmont chain, where wintertime guests can still enjoy 
an extensive cross-country trail network, snowshoeing, 
tubing, sleigh rides, dogsledding and ice skating.

In January 2015, I received an email from my friend, 
the late Pierre Dumas. He had attached a picture 

showing Patricia Paré at the finish line of the 1939 
Women’s Dominion Ski Championships at the Sei-
gniory Club in Montebello. He asked if this was my 
mother. Yes, I laughed. Looking at the photo, I could 
see that what she’d always told us kids was true: A 
downhill and giant slalom champion in the 1930s and 
the first professional female ski instructor in Canada, 
she always claimed she didn’t know how to ski as a 
young and daring racer. Her graceful style in later years 
made this seem unlikely. But while she won the race, 
one glance at the young woman in the picture proved 
her point: My mom just pointed her skis straight down 
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Canadian Pacific Railway built a 3,700-foot spur line to reach the 
new resort. Above, a locomotive and passenger cars pull up to 
the main lodge.
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Engineering elevation rendering of the Seigniory’s towering ski 
jump, designed and built by ski pioneer Herman “Jackrabbit” 
Smith-Johannsen. 

In the 1930s, the Seigniory was a top site for competitions and 
races. Shown here: The all-female Penguins were the champs 
for four years running,  led by Patricia Paré (bib number 6). 

Nothing was too good for the guests at the exclusive Seigniory 
Club: The private retreat offered a fully equipped ski-tuning and 
waxing shop, run by knowledgeable staff.

Looking down the inrun of the jump. With a total height of 301 
feet, the jump was comparable to the 1932 Olympic venue in 
Lake Placid. It was demolished in the 1960s.
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Map of the Seigniory Club’s winter sports venues, acquired and 
annotated by the late Pierre Dumas. 

Top: Winter sports at the Seigniory included high-speed, horse-
powered ski-joring. Above: A slalom race in the 1930s near the 
northern end of the resort, by the Valley Farm (see map at 
right). The land was purchased from the Valleé family, with their 
farmhouse converted to a ski chalet.
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the hill, and often said she either crashed or won.
Over the following years, I followed with fascination 

as Dumas unearthed and identified an extensive record 
of downhill skiing, jumping and bobsledding at Monte-
bello. Working with other amateur historians, he found 
clues in old aerial photographs and other pictures, pored 
through mountains of old documents, and even located 
mortared rock mounds in the forest—the remaining 
foundations of the ski jumps and other installations.

In the pictures that accompany this article, you can 
see the scale of the venture, with its bobsled course 
designed by world-class German engineer Stanislaus 
Zentzytzki, and a ski jump designed by Norwegian 
engineer and renowned Canadian cross-country ski 
pioneer Herman “Jackrabbit” Smith-Johannsen. The 
builders spared no expense and hired top-ranking pro-
fessionals to undertake each project. 

Throughout the 1930s, the Seigniory Club was an 
important center for the development and promotion 
of skiing, ski jumping, bobsledding and other win-
ter sports. It hosted important races and served as a 
training location for overseas teams competing at the 
1932 Winter Olympics in Lake Placid. Its jumping and 

bobsledding facilities were comparable to Lake Placid, 
and it had excellent ski slopes and trails. The one thing 
it didn’t have—and never installed—was a rope tow or 
lift, thus fixing it forever to an era in which races be-
gan with competitors trekking uphill.

Rhoda Wurtele, who with her late twin sister Rhona 
was a Canadian ski champion in the 1940s and 1950s, re-
members running up the hills at the Seigniory on seven-
foot-long skis to race down, as documented in Penguin 
Club scrapbooks. With its gentle hills, open fields and 
reliable snow, Montebello was particularly good for that 
kind of skiing, called “ski running.” This was a familiar 
term in the 1920s and 1930s, particularly in Canada, dur-
ing an era in which skiing involved a lot of walking or 
running up the slopes in order to ski down. 

By the 1930s, ski trains were bringing as many as 
10,000 people to the Laurentians every weekend to 
destinations like Émile Cochand’s Chalet Cochand. 
Statistics for 1938 show that 10,000 Americans came to 
the area for the Christmas holidays alone.  Montebello’s 
builders determined to make it the most important ski 
center in the region. With over a hundred square miles 
of land at their disposal and solid financial backing, 
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The modern-day Château 
Montebello’s grand lounge 
and four-story octagonal 
fireplace. Each individual 
fireplace has its own flue. 
The vaulted ceiling trusses 
cluster around and en-
circle the massive stone 
chimney, but do not rest 
on it (for fire safety). The 
luxury resort  has 211 guest 
rooms and suites.
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they could easily pull it off. All through the 1930s, the 
Seigniory Club was a favored location for ski runners. 
Clubs challenged each other every winter, including 
the Montreal Ski Club, the McGill Red Birds, the Pen-
guins, clubs from Ottawa and Toronto, and even a club 
that regularly came up from New York. 

The club that took the overall prize did so by hav-
ing the highest total points across all disciplines. For 
the women those were downhill, slalom and giant 
slalom, while the men included jumping. The year of 
my own mother’s victory, 1939, she won the downhill 
for the Penguins. It was part of a four-year run that 
saw the Penguins defend the title as overall winners at 
the Seigniory Club, until McGill beat them in 1941. In 
1942 the Penguins came back with a new team and the 
Wurtele twins tied for first place in the downhill dur-
ing a day of races held during a fierce blizzard. They 
took the title back for the Penguins. 

When Cochand arrived from Switzerland in 1911, 
his first surprise was the diminutive size of the Lau-
rentian hills. Races in the Alps could involve climb-
ing mountain glaciers to take a downhill run covering 
5,000 feet of elevation. Cochand quickly embraced the 
ski runner style and helped to develop it. But when 
the American Joe Ryan and other investors began to 
build lifts at resorts like Mont Tremblant in 1939, skiers 
opted for Alpine-style schusses and larger, steeper hills. 

Montebello could not compete. It no longer hosted 
competitive winter sports, leaving the jump and bob-
sleigh track to fall into disuse. Through the decades, 
the resort has continued to maintain its cross-country 
ski trails, along with sleigh rides, skating and curling. 

From a gathering spot for the people of the Petite 
Nation, to the land-grant estate belonging to Canada’s 
first bishop, to the building of the largest log structure 
in the world, Chateau Montebello has many stories 
to tell. Its one-time dominance as Canada’s largest ski 
resort is just one of them. Thanks to the diligent work 
of a team of heritage experts, we can begin to tell it.   

Joseph Graham is an historian and the son of Canadian ski 
pioneer Patricia Paré. The late Pierre Dumas won a 2017 ISHA 
Award for his work to document Quebec’s ski areas and jumps; for 
his obituary, see page 30. This article was funded by a grant from 
the Chawkers Foundation through a partnership with ISHA, the 
Canadian Ski Hall of Fame and Museum, and the Canadian 
Ski History Writers Project (https://skiinghistory.org/resources/
canadian-ski-history-writers-project).

The main lodge in 
mid-June 1930, as  
a crew of 3,500 
men worked 10-
hour shifts to build 
it in less than four 
months. Once 
complete, it was 
the largest wood 
structure in the 
world.


