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MONTREAL—“I’m going to make a very
grand statement, but I’m going to
stand by it,” says Thom Seivewright,
an independent Montreal guide. 

“You have never seen a café this
beautiful and you never will again.”

See, in the 1960s, when Toronto
started to overtake Montreal as the
country’s financial capital, the Royal
Bank of Canada moved its headquar-
ters from its location in Old Montre-
al to Place Ville-Marie. The lime-
stone and granite building — built in
the 1920s — was no longer consid-
ered fashionable; the new headquar-
ters would be moved to a gleaming
glass-and-steel skyscraper.

While RBC left a branch open in the
lobby of its historical headquarters, it
abandoned the building completely
in 2010. Now the lobby — with 15-
metre-high vaulted ceilings, crystal
chandeliers, brass light fixtures and
marble counters and floors — has
been transformed into the Crew Col-
lective & Café, perhaps the most ex-
travagant café and co-working space
on the planet.

The café, which opened in 2016, has
kept much of the original decor in-
tact. Instead of lining up to cash a
cheque (remember when we used to
do that?), you line up to order your
cortado at the old teller stands. 

(The former bank vault, it’s worth
noting, was recently converted into a
nightclub, the aptly named La
Voûte.)

Staring up at the painted-plaster
cathedral ceiling, I have to agree with
Seivewright as I sip a perfect cortado:
I’ve never seen a café this beautiful.
What was once Canada’s financial
epicentre is now a grand street of old
buildings in Old Montreal — and it’s
accessible to anyone who likes third-
wave coffee.

I’m on a coffee tour with Seivew-
right, who is half-French and half-
English, and likes to say his blood
type is “maple syrup.” For him, Mon-
treal’s neighbourhoods are anchored

by their cafés — and they’re a great
way for visitors to get a taste (or a sip)
of Montreal off the well-beaten tour-
ist path.

Like trendy Plateau Mont-Royal. 
“This is the neighbourhood in Can-

ada with the highest concentration
of artists,” Seivewright says. “It’s also
statistically the youngest neighbour-
hood in the country; the average age
here is around 30.” 

For visitors, it’s worth a visit for its

restaurants, shops and cafés. “This is
a neighbourhood that is not off the
tourist path, but definitely isn’t the
main tourist path.”

This neighbourhood lured Fanny
Godey away from France, where she
worked as a lawyer; after vacationing
in Montreal, she decided to stay and
open a café, Le Moineau Masqué(the
masked sparrow), with a garden-like
patio along a leafy residential street.

There’s a basket by the door where

you can leave something behind for
anyone who wants it — maybe a
piece of fruit, maybe a piece of art. It’s
also a pick-up location for Lufa
Farms, a series of rooftop gardens in
Montreal. “It creates this communi-
ty — you can get a coffee, pick up a
piece of art,” Seivewright says.

Nearby, you’ll find Les Chocolats de
Chloé, one of Montreal’s top choco-
latiers, and Au Pied de Cochon, star-
ring chef Martin Picard’s hearty
Quebecois fare such as foie gras and
duck-in-a-can. 

Picard broke ground by serving this
food — the type of food you typically
ate at your grandmama’s house — in
a restaurant.

Strolling through the neighbour-
hood, you start to notice murals
painted on the sides of buildings.
One stands out — a portrait of a
homeless man, called Personne,
which in French has a double mean-
ing: “person” and “nobody.” This
portrait was created by graffiti artist
Axel Void, from Miami, during one of
Montreal’s mural competitions

(there are two a
year), which
turn the streets
into an ever-
changing out-
door art exhibit.

On the edge of
the Plateau, border-

ing the Quartier de Spectacles (the
Festival Quarter), is Café OSMO,
which has also transformed a previ-
ously abandoned space and connects
with community.

The historical Notman House was
once the home and studio of William
Notman, considered one of Canada’s
greatest photographers, who lived
there from 1876 until his death in
1891. 

More recently, however, the build-
ing was abandoned and fell into dis-
repair, until it was taken over by the
OSMO Foundation.

Now the space has been trans-
formed into a funky café and co-
working space, with skylights, ex-
posed brick walls and industrial-chic
decor — and has become the pulse of
the start-up world in Montreal.
“Anyone who works in tech or who
has an idea for a start-up will come
and hang out here,” Seivewright says.

“It’s a community and a co-working
space,” says Annie Devriese, manag-
er of Café OSMO. 

When the OSMO Foundation took
over the empty space, they decided
to keep much of the original archi-
tecture — and serve a killer cup of
coffee (Dancing Goats from Brazil,
roasted in Toronto).

On the last day of my trip, when I’m
checking out of Le Germainin down-
town Montreal, I ask the guy behind
the reception desk if there’s any-
where nearby to get a good cup of
coffee. He directs me to the Humble
Lion, just around the corner
— which, according to him, serves
the best coffee in the city.

Of course, I have to check it out. I
order a latte; it’s so perfect, the milk-
foam heart keeps its shape as I near
the bottom of the cup. It’s quite pos-
sibly the best latte I’ve had in Mon-
treal — but why stop searching?
Vawn Himmelsbach was hosted by
Tourisme Montreal, which didn’t review
or approve this story.

Exploring Montreal, one café at a time
City’s downtown streets are
teeming with coffee shops,
many in historical buildings
VAWN HIMMELSBACH 
SPECIAL TO THE STAR

The Crew Collective & Café has revamped the former Royal Bank of Canada headquarters into a coffee shop.
CREW COLLECTIVE & CAFÉ

Get there: VIA Rail offers several
trips a day direct from Toronto’s
Union Station to Montreal’s Cen-
tral Station. The five-hour trip is
even more pleasant in business
class, where you get meals, booze
and Wi-Fi. Or, fly there with Porter
or Air Canada.
Stay: I stayed at the chic Le Ger-
main (germainmontreal.com) in
downtown Montreal. The mini-bar

has an extensive selection of local
treats, like Les Chocolats de Chloé.
When to go: Any time is a good
time for Montreal; there are out-
door festivals even in the dead of
winter. But this year is an ideal
time to visit, with plenty of festiv-
ities in celebration of Montreal’s
375th birthday.
Do your research:
tourisme-montreal.org

> WHEN YOU GO

At Senior Discovery Tours, we take care of all the details, big and small, so
all you have to do is enjoy our beautiful world. As Canada’s largest and
most trusted operator of escorted tours and cruises for the mature traveller,
what people have loved most over our 40-year history is how carefree our
trips are.

That’s because, unlike many tour operators, we include everything:
flights, airport transfers, sightseeing excursions, accommodations, most

meals, tipping, taxes, and travel insurance. We’ll even pick you up and
drop you off at home from most Canadian cities.

Our travellers also rave about our Tour Managers, who go to the ends
of the earth to make sure your trip runs smoothly and that everyone has a
great time.

To start planning your trip, call our toll-free number and speak to one
of our helpful travel experts, or visit our website for more information.

1.800.268.3492 SeniorDiscoveryTours.ca

CALIFORNIA HERE WE COME
15 Days • Departs October 6

Tour San Francisco, Carmel, Solvang, Los Angeles,
San Diego and Palm Springs. Flights with Air Canada,

First Class and moderate hotels, breakfast daily
and 10 dinners.

$5,797 p.p. double from Toronto

CROATIA AND SLOVENIA
15 Days – Fall Departures

A unique tour from Dubrovnik to Venice, taking in Mostar,
Split, Trogir, Plitvice Lakes, Zagreb, Ljubljana, Lake Bled and
much more. Air Canada flights, First Class hotels, breakfast

and dinner daily, and 3 lunches.

From $4,697 p.p double from Toronto
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PROUDLY CANADIAN FOR 40 YEARS

“Here’s me fussing with all my trip details.”


