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The Burr is For Sale?
It's true. And here's what you can do about it...
The City of New Westminster recently published a request for proposals (RFP) for the sale of the Burr
Theatre on Columbia Street as a means of raising capital needed to purchase land for a new civic
centre. While we understand the reasoning, we believe that there is a better approach.
That's why the Save The Burr Coalition has been put together, involving the New Westminster Heritage
Preservation Society, the Arts Council of New Westminster, and other groups and individuals that care
about keeping this significant landmark as a city properly for everyone's benefit.

The Coalition believes retaining the Burr as a s a publicly owned performing arts facility is the best
way to:
1.

2.
3.

Protect the building's heritage value,
Serve the business and tourism needs of Downtown, and
Serve the arts needs of the community.

The city's latest theatre study is often quoted to substantiate that the Burr is not suitable for theatre.
Burr not suited for theatre? lt has already been proven that for many years we have had to pleasure to
attend many wonderJul plays at The Burr.

Heritage Value of The Burr
The Burr is a very unique building with immense heritage value, as these photos show. Originally named
the Columbia, the Burr Theatre is the oldest example of an atmospheric theatre in Western Canada.
Built in 1927,the Columbia
was designed by architects
Fred Townley and Robert
Matheson and painted by
Girvan Studios, led by the
designs of John Girvan.

The interior of the theatre,
finished in the Spanish/
Moorish style, replicated
an outdoor setting with
illuminated lantern sconces on brick walls, wrought iron trellis
work and murals of Mediterranean gardens.
The ceiling of the theatre is even said to have had twinkling stars
and clouds that imitated the night sky. The theatre held vaudeville
performances and showed photoplay (silent films). There was
also originally an organ in the building, which was probably used
for musical accompaniment to the shows and films. In 1976, the
theatre was convefted into twin cinemas. The exterior marquee
and interior ornamental features were removed or altered.
Photos courtesy of New Westminster Public Library

Eagle
owned and occupied by the Fraternal order of
The theatre saw further renovations when it was
for
space
make
so the sloping flooi could be levelled to
in the 1gg0s. The theatre's seats were removed
games
of the theatre to create a club room with a bar,
receptions. They arso encrosed the oatcony end
By this point, the interior murals were completely
and recreation areas as well as a service kitchen.
painted over.

Burr
with an agreement to be leased by the Raymond
In 2000, the theatre was purchased by the city
the building and even ran
performing Arts Society. The group stirteo exterior and interior restoration of
costs and a rack of strong financial support from
a few seasons of productions. But, due to unexpected
the city, the doors were forced to close'

Your support is imPortant!
be compatible with the
Keeping The Burr rather than selling it would not
huge and demonstrable
city,s latest civic centre strategy. lt would require
prbti. support for keeping The Burr' We can do it! Here's how"'

1)

Please sign

our
been
petition! We have
out Uptown, Downtown
the Farmer's
and

at

Market asking RoYal
City residents to sign
our petition. The suPPort
is overwhelming for our
plans, and we have

also
ufr"uOy acquired hundreds of names' You can
sign our on-line petition at www'savetheburr'com'

2) Contact the mayor and councillors, either.by ph9.1?l
email or in person. Information on how to contact

your

elected
representatives
can be found
citY's
website, www.
newwestcitY.ca

at the

Photos
Paul Fuoco

participate'
lf you need more information on how you Gould
an email at our
or have any suggestions, please drop us

Woodlands Update

The Tower at the Gentre Block...
Gone but not forgotteh?,uJennyBrown
Up until the devastating fires of last summer, the last undeveloped building of Woodlands
Centre
-the
Block- still held strong, with an almost eerie presence. lt continued standing on a hill overlooking
the

Fraser River, as it had done for over 100 years. lts smashed windows and crumbling stucco exterior
were in stark contrast to the sparkling modern condos that surrounded it. Although it was fenced off,
squatters still managed to find a way through and take up residence among the ghosts and memories
of the old "lunatic asylum" - no doubt unaware of its historic - and often tragic- past.

All that remains of the Centre
Block, after five devastating fires
demolished most of it, is the
tower, and its fate is still not fully
determined. ls it simply not costeffective (and therefore unworlhy)
to restore, as Onni, the owner of the
site, have indicated? Should it be
demolished-as some Woodlands
survivor advocacy groups insistto aid in their healing of the abuse
they experienced? And what about
the importance to the heritage
community and other residents of
New Westminster, who believe that
this building is a significant
landmark to our city and

holds imporlant

lessons
about institutional care; that
without a physical reminder,
Woodlands will be forgotten
forever?

The big question becomes

-

whose memory

is the

most impoftant? And how
does anyone make that
decision - a decision that
respects the wishes of all
stakeholders?

Julie Schueck, heritage
planner for the city,

acknowledges, "This one
has a lot of high emotions

about it...when facing extreme sides
it's difficult to please everyone."

She says that the city is trying to
find a middle ground, and figure
out a solution that won't be 100 per
cent agreeable for everyone, but
enough to get as close to a win-win
for everyone as possible.

The Woodlands site was once a
vast, self-contained campus that
spanned 26 acres. lt has been
described as a "city within a city",

and at one time it was the biggest
employer in New Westminster.
Woodlands has imporlant ties to
our earliest history, as it dates
back to the colonial times. The
historic landing of the Royal
Engineers was on the Fraser
River near the Woodlands site.
The Pioneer Cricket Club chose
the Woodlands grounds for their
cricket pitch, and on May 4,1870
it became the home of the first
May Day, which was organized
by the Hyack Fire Brigade.

Home of the new
Provincial AsYlum
for the insane

tr;

-

was decided in the early 1870s that a
new "provincial asylum for the insane"
should be built in New Westminstersomewhat of a consolation prize for
the city losing its status as the capital
of the province. Previously, residents
deemed "insane" were either shipped
in
back to England, or were housed
various matieshift asylums in Victoria'

It

At times theY were also housed

in

jails in filthy, appalling conditions',The
new institution was built on the land
adjacent to the federal penitentiary
and it was exPected that the two
institutions would help each other out
in emergencies.

The first building was completed on
May 17,1878' Twelve males and four
female Patients were shiPPed from
Victoria accompanied by Mrs' Flora
Ross, a much- beloved matron who
began the first record of admissions'

were
The early days of the new asylum
marginaily better, although the first
Ouitjing had high windows covered
with balrs leaving little light or room for
cheerfulness. There were no carpets'
no decorations, and mattresses were
made out of straw. Toilets were outside
with
and the water system was shared
the Penitentiary and was constantly
breaking down.

Treatment of Patients could be
described as barbaric; there were
various mysterious, un-investigated
deaths including that of Knute

Photo courtesY of New

hall, books and Plants, and

built in 1944,was the first school
building for the entire facilitY
and showed the new direction
the institution was headed'
The administration/McBride's
building was built between
1947-1952 to accommodate an
expanding mental health nursing
school.

homey appearance. UP until 1958'
residents who died there were
buried on site in Woodland's own
cemetery.

As needs arose, more and more

buildings were added until it became
a vast self-sustaining island unto
Orchards were grown'

itself.

various livestock were Purchased
to provide food, and horses were
used for work and transPort' A
vegetable garden was Planted to
teeld the residents, and Produce
was sold to generate income'

The Gentre Block

-?rGhitecturallY
significant

Thecarpentryande|ectrica|TheCentreB|ock,bui|tbetween
1875 and 1878' was a threebuilding was built between 1902
building with
and 1903. lt was previously a storey masonry
construction' and
fire hall and pump house for utilitarian
that were
details
romantic
Woodlands and the Penitentiary'
of late Victorian
Horses were kept on tft" ground indicative The building is
floor. The Nurses, iodge, 6ui[ in architecture.
1g22,was used u. u ,".id"nce

Schuberl's death in 1892' lt had been
reported as suicide, but upon further
investigation was discovered that he
and
haO di6d while tightly constrained
locked in a closet.

small rooms and a central

Male Patients knew of "the cage"
in the basement cellar and lived in
fear of punishment. ln contrast' the

accommodation.

women's ward was much brighter and
had entertainment in the recreation

the produce' The old school,

a

with

foyer

significanl for its association with
mlny notable architects of that

forsocializing.Theboilerhouse'era'includingGeorgeWilliam
built1929-l95l,providedsteamGrant,thecity,smostprodigious
heatingtoallthefacilitiesthroughaarchitect'In1889'hedesigned
the addition of the central threelarge service tunnel. lt was a m-alor
storey Administration Building,
improvement to the quality of the
addition'

thetwo-storeyeastwing
and a norlh wing kitchen and
room addition'
Thegreenhousecomplex,builtlgll- dining
1915, was built for an occuPational
In 1895' Grant designed a
therapy role and pioviOeO most

of

front addition to

the

Administration Building
which consisted of the
tower and front entrance,
and it was used as
the Superintendent's
Residence. (l n later years,
the Tower Block also
contained the dentist's
clinic, where some
patients had their teeth
removed for fear they
would bite the staff and
other patients). A third
storey was added to the
two-storey wi n gs between
1905 - 1907 by contractor
Henry Ho, using plans
of architect Alexander
Ernest Henderson.
In later years, other renovations
took place that altered the look of
the building, including stuccoing,
which was added in the 1930s,
probably as a means to heat the
building more efficiently. The
Centre Block was the largest and
most significant of the five early
buildings remaining on the site.

By 1970, a

"normalization

movement" began which evolved
out of changing perceptions of how
mentally challenged people should
be treated. Community placement
was the new direction, and efforts
were made to "de-institutionalize"
residents and move them back into
the community. Woodlands school
closed in 1996, leaving only Maple
Cottage remaining as a detox facility
and Woodland Clinic, administered

by the Ministry of Children and
Families and Ministry of Health.

At that time the property was

owned by the British Columbia
Buildings Corporation (BCBC).
They initiated a land-use study
in 1995 for a plan that would lead
to the redevelopment of the site.
They held a number of public
workshops and "issues working
group" meetings, and created an

L,

'{ ry,{,
,*ll:{

courtesy

of

New Westminster Public

advisory committee which included
representatives of "key stakeholder
groups."

All residents of New Westminster
were contacted to participate in
open houses, working groups and

workshops. Many issues were
identified through this consultation
process including restoration and
adaptive re-use of the buildings,
provision
social housing,
independent
housing,

of

housing

living

for the

physically and

mentally disabled, and provision of
community facilities such as an arts
center, museum, and recreational
facilities.

In 1999, the province (through the
Ministry of Health) relinquished
interest in Woodlands for mental
health purposes. In 2002, the

Official Community Plan

was

changed to allow the Woodlands
site to be re-zoned for residential,

commercial,

and

institutional

housing, with consideration given
to heritage and open space. A
Section 219 Covenant was placed
on the propefty that stipulated that
the fagade of Centre Block would be

retained, the balance of the building

deconstructed, and the properly
owner would receive an additional

tiirary

,ri-!:fq

120 residential units, based on
the value of the faeade retention
being $1.6 million.

A Heritage Designation
and

a

Bylaw

Heritage Revitalization
Agreement were negotiated
between the city and BCBC
for the Woodlands site. These
obligations included making sure
the re-developed Centre Block
would be based on accepted
heritage conservation standards
and that reasonable steps would
be taken to protect the Centre
Block from furlher deterioration.

The Onni group of companies
purchased the Woodlands site in
December, 2003. After various
assessments, Onni sent a reporl
to Council in 2008 stating that the
cost of retaining the front fagade
of the Centre Block would cost
$36 million, retaining the original
shell would cost $28 million, and
that demolishing the Centre Block
and constructing a new building
would cost $16 million. A fourlh
option was suggested by city
staff: to deconstruct the majority
of Centre Block, restore both the
1889 Tower and the original 1878
Asylum Building.
...continued on page 10

Photos and floorPlan
from ASYLUM:

stalt loekers

A long last look at
Woodlands, 1878-2003 bY
Michael de CourcY, 2003'
http ://www. michaeldecou rcy'com/asyl
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of this long
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In the June 15 2009 council repoft,
City staff recommended that, "Given
the ethical challenges of the site, staff
recommend retaining the tower and
designing a contemporary building
around it that uses historic references
(from the original 1878 building, not
from the recent Centre Block), without
copying the footprint and massing
of the Centre Block. The salvaged
brick could be used for walkways
or planters if it is not reasonable to
include it on the building."
In July, 2008, four fires occurred on
the site destroying the majority of
the Centre Block and leaving only
the tower. lt was never officially
determined what the cause of the
fires was or why the site couldn't be
secured after the first one. Shorlly
after, advocacy groups representing
former Woodlands patients and their
families came forward with their
views on what should happen to the
remaining tower - total demolition.
Onni has consulted with an engineer
regarding the tower, and an engineer's
letter from October, 2008 states that
the tower requires major seismic
upgrade which willcost between $1.5
and $3 million. Onni representatives
have stated that, "The cost of
retaining and rehabilitating the tower
is too onerous, without significant
compensation from the city."

Underthe existing agreement with
Onni, five of the heritage buildings
were to have been preserved:
the Carpenter's Shop, the Central
Steam Plant, The Nurses'Lodge,
Centre Block and Recreation
Building, the garden wall and
numerous trees that had been
there for many years.

construct a replacement building...
in a heritage style that is acceptable
to the City."

"What to do
with the Gentre
Block?"
became
the burning
question

"The.conditions have been clear for
10 years," says Councillor Jamie
McEvoy. "Some have been met,
but a parcel of land for affordable
housing has not happened. Costs
have decreased because of the
four fires in one week. And the site
couldn't be secured? So some
gains for any potential developers
f rom the requirements of the original
agreement have been made. What
bothers me is that nowhere on the
site now is there a place where a
disadvantaged person could live.
There is no affordability... what's
going to happen to the disabled?"

Although the Centre Block has

Architect Eric Pattison strongly

been mostly destroyed, the
conditions for rehabilitation are

agrees that the original agreement
should be adhered to.

stated clearly in Section 50 of the
Heritage Revitalization Ag reement
which says, in pad, "lf the Centre
Block is damaged, The Owner
shall... restore and repair the
Centre Blocktothe same condition
and appearance it was in before
the damage..." Section 51 states
"lf the Centre Block is damaged or
destroyed to the extent of 75 per
cent or more of its value about its
foundations... instead of repairing
the building in accordance with
section 50, the owner intends to

"There were

tremendous
negotiations around this [10
years agol and there were public
meetings with 200 to 300 people
there, all kinds of presentations,
materials presented,
newsletters, etc. he says. "Out

with

of that came a solution that all
the community and stakeholders
bought into at the time. Right
now, the mental health advocates
talk about the need for closure
and to demolish the tower - well,
95 per cent of all the buildings
were demolished, including some
significant heritage ones. There
was a deal in place that considered
all the stakeholders at the time and
that should be honoured."

Julie Schueck points out that
it would be wonderful to find a
community public use for the
building, but they have to make
sure it respects and follows the
existing legal obligations. The
Master Plan calls for a certain
amount of commercial space.

"ln discussions with the developer

we've been looking at where it can
go. One of the ideas has been
putting a coffee shop at the base
of the tower. But there has been
some pushback on that. lt's never
been written in stone that it has to
be in the tower section."

Jaimie McEvoy says, "lf we retain
it as a coffee shop, the only PeoPle
who will benefit are the people who
like the look of an old building. lf
we retain it as a means of Public
education and memory, then the
ongoing community of disabled
persons will benefit."

t'Therets no way

that repurposing to
retail or residential
would ever be
accepted.tt
Ross Chilton, the Executive Director
for Community Living SocietY, who
represents the former Patients of
Woodlands, says that the idea of
a coffee shop or something similar
would be unacceptable.

"Any reuse of the building that is
different from its original purpose
is insulting to these people...there's
no way that repurposing to retail or
residential would eveR be accepted,
nor should it ever be by the PeoPle
who were there. They would be
offended and will act on that."

He says that the majoritY of the
patients he represents want it to
be torn down. But he also saYS, "lf
having the building remain comes
forward as an option, it becomes what will the option look like? And
asking the survivors."

Maureen Avarantitis, President
of the NWPHS points out that the
bad experiences weren't universal
at Woodlands. "l'm sure it is a
painful reminder to some - but not

for everyone. I know peoPle who
worked there and had family
members there. lt was their home

that we have already lost enough
important historic buildings in New
Westminster.

and those people who

were
about
really
cared
caring for them
those kids... perhaps by today's
standards the level of care falls
shor1, but the world changes.
You can't judge history by today's
standards."

She asks whether we should tear
down all places that are reminders
of bad memories. "How manY
schools should we tear down;
should we tear down the Patullo
bridge? lt's not the site where the
building is, it's the people who
were involved."
McEvoy says that Woodlands has
always been a hot topic within his
family. "Those in my family feel
the opposite that [demolition]
is shutting the door to those who
were abused."

-

Pattison acknowledges that
the mental health
community about the decision
is legitimate. "l empathize with
engaging

the folks who claim to have been
abused - that's horrific and should
be acknowledged. But there were
also people who came through
that facility or worked there that
that didn't happen to. To take
the most extreme thing that
happened as all other asPects
and considerations are secondarY
- that is unfair to everybody else,
because the facility was there
for over 100 years. So to have a
reminder of the good times and
the bad is imporlant in the future."

Stakeholders who are in favour
of retention have outlined many
reasons why it should be retained,
including its imporlant ties to the
colonial past, its imPortance as
landmark for mental health,
its architecture, the connection
Architect George William
Grant, and the overall feeling

a
to

Pattison talks about its architectural

significance.

"lt was the

most
prominent institution in the province
at the time; it was one of the two or
three of the largest buildings in the
province; the legislative buildings
and the Empress Hotel weren't
even built yet. lt was a facility
for all of the colony of B.C. and
Vancouver lsland, so architecturally
it was quite prominent, and with
the beautiful brick detailing and the
tower that had a roof on it, it was
quite an elegant, well-proportioned
aesthetic piece."

"We want to
encourage a

respectful memory
- to educate, so
the worst that
was experienced
doesntt happen
again. And we
will make those
mistakes if there
is not a physical
reminder.tt
There have been manysuggestions
put forlh as to how the tower
could be rehabilitated. Councillor
Jaimie McEvoy says, "We want to
encourage a respectful memory
- to educate, so the worst that was
experienced doesn't happen again.
And we will make those mistakes if
there is not a physical reminder."

There is the fear that if no building
exists, the memories will fade, and
fifty or sixty years from now, who
will even know what the site was
once used for?

An option that McEvoy and others
have suggested is turning the tower
into an interpretive centre that shows
the history of the site and treatment
of mental illness, the sufferings and
what we have learned, and having
tours for school children. "You can't
do that if it doesn't exist," he points
out.

ffThe absolute worst

would be if it was
demolished.tt

"l'd like to see whatever is left of it
kept," says Arvanitidis. "To us the
absolute worst would be if it was
demolished. The idea of using bricks
[for re-purposing] and having pictures
[displayed] is really selling it shot1.
What we have left there isn't much
now, I don't think it's unreasonable to
expect that it stay, and be used as a
passive museum."

Pattison has put forth a range of
suggestions that could work...

"The reuse of the building could
range from many different uses with
a degree of intensity of use, tYPe
of use, and impact on the building.
Everything from full seismic upgrade
and full public access, to a stateofthe-art museum building, which
would require lots of money to turn it
into a public building, where people
can come to see the historY of
Woodlands. Or it could sit there as a
quiet little elegant ruin. We could plant
climbing roses around it and maYbe
you have some interpretive plaques,
and people could walk around it and
see that because there was a fire,
this is what it looks like now, with a
description of the history. You could
seismically upgrade the shell and
have an artist move in there in the
summer, or have a pottery studio or
painting workshops for kids, so the
mental health community can use it
as a drop-in place, like a warehouse
with windows. I think within those
ideas there may be two or three that
might have legs."

lf an interpretive museum is viable,
the question remains as to who will
own the building, who will Pay for
the maintenance, potential staffing,
and mowing the lawns, etc.

Maureen Arvanitidis believes the
onus should be on Onni. "l think
that that the city should ... insist that
Onni find a way to do it, whether
they do it themselves or give the
money to the City and it becomes
a City property. lf there is a cost
associated with it, I think Onni
should pay for it."
McEvoy points out that it's not an
expensive project. "lt might be for
commercial viability to a developer,"
he suggests. "On the other hand,
Woodlands was one of the biggest
public land
privatizations
anywhere and it has collectivelY
been profitable."

of

Pattison asks, "Should the province
or even the federal government
step up to the table and say, 'Okay,
it was part of the federal institution,
parl of the reconciliation with the
mental health community to have
this interpretive site, so we will
achieving
contribute money
that.' Maybe there could even be a
community effort to raise moneY to
do all the landscaping or what have
you."

to

McEvoy agrees with this suggestion.
"ls it a viable historical site outside of

New Westminster on the provincial
level?" he asks. "Yes, I think it
should be a national heritage site."

ttA reminder of the

good times and
the bad times is
important.tt

The fate of Woodlands is still uP in
the air. An information meeting took
place at city council on JulY 29,
2009. And Woodlands stakeholder
groups were given time to go over

the information from the July
29 meeting and present new
information at the city council
meeting of Monday, September
14, '2009. Feedback from all
stakeholder groups was also
discussed. .Four options have
been put forward:
1. Demolish the tower

Retain the tower as a ruin,
possibly in conjunction with a

2.

community or reflective garden.
Retain and adapt the tower
for a purpose that benefits former
residents and/or the community.
Retain and adapt the tower
for the private use of the Strata
residents and/or for commercial
purposes.

3.
4.

The

September

14th

rePort

reiterates that demolition goes
against the legal framework of the
building and is inconsistent with
the Standards and Guidelines
for the Conservation of Historic
Places in Canada.
Council have passed

a motion

that staff investigate oPtions 2
and 3 in terms of financial costs,
legal implications, structural
costs, etc. and to conduct fufther
consultation with stakeholders.
Eric Pattison sums it up best, "At
the end of the day, the use of the
building is somewhat secondary

to how should the historic

place survive - how should it be
addressed?" he says. "l think
saving the Centre Block is the
iconic piece that needs to tellthat
story [of Woodlands] and it needs
to tell it powerfully."

