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It has been an exhilarating year for the members of the Mount
Royal Club as they frolicked through a series of events celebrating
the club's centenary. The final dinner-dance took place last week,
exactly 100 years to the day that the club was granted its charter
and it was such an auspicious occasion that it opened its towering
oak doors wide enough to include me.

Staff members in period costumes greeted the 150 or so guests.
Veuve Clicquot champagne was served, as it was at the opening party
a century ago. Dinner - pheasant, I'll have you know - was served on
English china labeled with the club's own crest. Strolling musicians
made dinner music and a few reckless guests burst out with a little
fox trot as midnight approached.

It was a distinguished crowd and a rare glimpse inside a historic,
dignified institution. This was decidedly not the sort of
private-club scene that Tom Cruise crashed in the movie Eyes Wide
Shut, although one randy old gent tried all night to pinch my fanny.

Among the guests were Mount Royal Club chairman Senator David Angus
who spoke of the club's 100 years and with great confidence alluded
to ``the next 100,'' Martha and Hugh Hallward, chairman of the
club's centenary committee, Mary Stikeman, Reine and Andre Bisson,
Mary and David Culver, Jeannine Guillevin-Wood and Keith Wood, Gail
and Stephen Jarislowsky, Marie-Jose and Jacques Menard, Jean-Pierre
Ouellet and Josee Laperriere, Lillian and Jeremy Reitman, Francine
and Guy Saint-Pierre, Guylaine Saucier, Micheline Charest, and
Elaine and Calin Rovinescu.

The evening was so rich in history that I could have written a
book, but someone beat me to it. A prominent club member, Heward
Stikeman, who died this year, had recently penned The Mount Royal
Club, 1899-1999, which was published in a leather-bound
commemorative edition. His meticulous research reveals a century of
power and glory.

The club was officially opened on Sept. 23, 1899, mostly so
gentlemen could walk a few blocks from the opulent mansions of the
Golden Square Mile and enjoy an after-dinner cigar and some
conversation.

The Mount Royal was modeled after a fine English club by those who
revered all things British. Bridge and billiards were popular and
some games were said to be so competitive that fist fights
occasionally broke out, even in the rarified atmosphere of
refinement.

It cost about $20 to join at the time, but then, as now, membership
was not about money. The founders and early members represented the
English establishment who ran the city - and the country - through
such institutions as the Bank of Montreal and Canadian Pacific
Railway. They included Lord Strathcona, (Donald Smith) , R.B. Angus,
Sir William Van Horne, Senator George Drummond, Harry Stikeman,
(Heward's grandfather), and one francophone, Senator Louis Joseph
Forget.

Brian Aune, who is to be the next club chairman, said that in the
old days, eligibility was an intangible issue.

``If you came for lunch and were able to stay for bridge or
billiards, you were considered acceptable...if you couldn't stay
that long, you weren't eligible.''

Is today's Mount Royal the same sort of self-proclaimed
aristocracy? ``The world moves much faster now,'' Aune admitted.
There are 325 resident members and 100 non-resident members, who
might be considered an in-crowd of powerful business and corporate
leaders.

The stately pale gray limestone building at Sherbrooke and Stanley
Sts., which dates to 1906 and is classified as a historic building,
is in the Beaux-Arts style. It exudes both simplicity and grandeur.
General manager Juan Llano is at the helm of a project to refurbish
the fine interior with its many fireplaces, leather furnishings,
wood paneling, crystal fixtures, marble floors, and leaded windows.

The opening bash took place at the turn of the 20th century and
then, as now, the members knew how to party. The early chefs were
imported from New York, and although haggis was a staple on regular
days, there was fussing over fine food and good cigars, liquor and
wine for the special occasion. To get the scene rolling, Scotch
whiskey was imported at $4 a gallon, Veuve Clicquot champagne was
trucked in at $32 a case, and 10,000 cigars were purchased from
Havana for $875.

Men wore kilts and smoking jackets, velvet dancing pumps and white
kid gloves and the ladies were gowned in satin and lace.

If today's stretch limo causes a stir among the rabble, what
impressed at the turn of the century was to arrive in a horse-drawn
hansom cab. Mounted horses were still popular, but the speed limits
were frustrating for some - trotting along Sherbrooke St. or
Dorchester Blvd. was all right, but a full gallop was permitted only
along Cote St. Antoine.

Within decades of the club's opening, class distinctions faded a
little, and lawyers, doctors, educators, and military men were
admitted, chief among them Thomas Chase Casgrain, who had convicted
Louis Riel in 1885, and Sir Mortimer Davis, founder of Imperial
Tobacco, and one of the club's first Jewish members. Eventually the
list grew to include other business tycoons Sir Hebert Holt, Lord
Beaverbrook (Max Aitken), and J.W. McConnell, who owned the Montreal
Star. ``Being in trade'' was, for a time, an obstacle to fitting in,
and that might have been why William Birks was declined membership.
During the 1930s, Lt.-Col. Billy Bishop and neurosurgeon Dr. Wilder
Penfield joined, yet resignations abounded during the Great
Depression.

The club admitted members' widows as ``lady associates,'' but
former Governor General Jeanne Sauve was the first full-fledged
female member - in 1991, when the Mount Royal finally caved in and
admitted it was one of the last clubs in Canada to bar women. (One
member, long ago, said that women's high-pitched voices would be
disruptive.)

The staff is polished, to say the least, and there have been
receptions for various luminaries over the years, including Prince
Philip, the Duke of Windsor, Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev,
Israeli Prime Minister Shimon Peres, the Aga Khan, and the king of
Thailand. Eddie Camacho, who has been an employee of the club for 42
years, said that there really haven't been any wild and crazy
happenings - or at least he's not telling - but the biggest hoopla
was when Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev visited, because of the
astounding crush of police cars and security people.

Other guests at the final 100th year party included Michelle and
Luc Beauregard, Ghislaine and Pierre Des Marais II, Jacqueline
Boutet, Stanley Clarke, Dodie and Roderick Henry, Ellen Wallace and
David Laidley, Brian Levitt and Claire Gohier, Ruth Glenen, Jan
Peeters and Judith Kavanagh, Anita and John Pepper, Jacqueline and
Herbert Siblin, David Torrey and Pixie Tilden, Nancy and William
Turner, Ron and Dixie Chorlton, Andre and Louise Charron, and
Nanette and Philippe de Gaspe Beaubien III, Bob and Garrie
Laverdure, Barbara and Oscar Stangeland, from Savannah, Ga., Marion
and James Horrick from Toronto, and Mr. and Mrs. Thomas d'Aquino
from Ottawa.

- - -

WAS GROUCHO RIGHT? : One well-placed member of the Mount Royal Club
mused that I might consider joining the exclusive club.

Me? And why not? I know how to use the right fork and I am
well-known in one of the world's oldest professions. No. No. Not
that old profession. I mean journalism.

Hmmm...imagine. Lunch with my broker. Drinks with my lover. Dinner
with my lawyer.

And then I thought of Groucho. Would I want to join any club that
would have me?
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