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historic photos of Dudley Booth, photo
historian, April 15- 7 pm, Galbraith House, 131 8th
Street. Free admission. Inside front cover
Sunday, May
29thAnnual Homes Tour & Tea
25th. Tickets go on sale Saturday, May 3 at various
locations around the Lower Mainland. Pase I2 & I3

See the

NWHPS Speakers Series
Monday,

April 15,7 pm

with Dudley Booth
A glimpse into the past with Dudley Booth,

From www. historicphoto

s. c

a

photo historian.
See afascinating presentation of his vast
collection of provincial and local historical
photos, April 15, 7 pm, Galbraith House, I8I
8th Street.
Free Admission.
Refre s hm ent s prov i de d.

Caught in The Trapp
...One last look inside Columbia's
venerable Trapp Block and
Windj ammer Hotel... Step ins ide,
pages 6 & 7.
Photos: Paul Fuoco.
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The Great Fire of 1898 destroyed
most of Columbia Street...
One hundred years later, will we
lose it again to highrises?
With the recent sale of Columbia Street's Windjammer Hotel and Trapp Block to the
development company Salient Group, along with the demolition of the Windsor Hotel,
many heritage supporters are wondering what the future holds for our "Golden Mile. "
As we near the 2010 Olympics, Vancouver is in a building frenzy and developers
are seeking every square inch of land they can find to turn into towering condos.
Columbia Street - once a thriving commercial hub but now mainly forgotten - is
suddenly back on the map.
Bv Jennv Brown
So what does this mean for the future of its

remaining heritage buildings? Will they be
preserved? Will we lose them entirely? Willwe see
a wall of highrises with only facades left to remind
us of our glorious past?

I got some interesting answers from several key
players in this story, when I asked them to imagine:
"What will Columbia Street look like in l0 to15
years from now?" They are:

r
I
r
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I

just a hint of skid road. Crumbling, turn-of-thecentury brick buildings that were once thriving stores
and hotels, sit vacantly amongst other fully restored
buildings that are being re-utilized for gift shops, book
stores, antique shops and an abundance of wedding
boutiques.
and

At the Fourth Street end you have two of the oldest
buildings in New West, the 1887 Queens Hotel/
Guichon Block and next door, the Bun Block (1892F

8l-year-old Ray Pigeau, a long-time New
Westminster resident and fotmer owner of the
Windjammer Hotel
Robert Pung, President of Vancouver-based
The Salient Group
Maureen Arvanitidis. President of the New
Westminster Heritage Preservation Society

Eric Paffison, local heritage architect

City Councillor Bill Harper.

From one extreme to another
Columbia Street today is an interesting mix of
character. Partly ghost-town, partly hip and funky,

Photo- New Westminster Public Library
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both survivors of the Great Fire, intermixed with a
few more recent buildings.
Heading west, other impressive heritage buildings
yon'll walk by include the 1927 Columbia Theatre
(purchased by the ciry renamed the Bun Theatre,
opened as a live theatre venue in an attempt to

(built in 1899), recently demolished to make way
for a new highrise. Next door is the old CPR railway
station (the Keg restaurant of today) and across the
street, the Mclennan, McFeely and Prior building
(Mc&Mc/1939) - boarded up and empty since the
Sally Ann moved to its new location.

A lot of original buildings- and there are many more
not mentioned here. Outside of a few B.C. cities like
Vancouver's Gastown precinct, downtown Victoria,
and Nelson in the Kootenays, Columbia Street has
one of the most impressive inventories of original
structures still intact in the province. But that could
soon be changing...

The o'Golden Mile" falls into
slow decline
Columbia Street. "The Golden Mile" or "Miracle
Mile," as it was known, was the main shopping
street and business centre for the Fraser Valley. lts
heyday was in the 1940s and 1950s, when it was a
bustling community filled with hotels, cafes, shops
and theatres that served the industry workers along
the river, locals and visitors who came in for a day's
shopping or entertainment.

Photo Jaimie McEvoY

revitalize the street, and then inexplicably boarded
up by its owner and left vacant with its future
unknown), the CIBC bank building (1910) next
door. and the Federal Building (completed 1958now the New West Potice station) across the street
cornering Sixth.
Past Sixth, existing buitdings

- some altered and/

or badly transformed through the years include
the 1910 Edison Theatre (now, sadly, a venue for
lap-dancing), the Crescent Block (home to Copp's
Shoes, which has been there since 1926), and the
turn-of-the-century Dupont Block.
Nearing the Eighth Street end is the impressive
Westminster Trust (1911-12), the Commercial Hotel
(1913) and the restored BC Electric Building (191011), new home to the Salvation Army. Beside that is
the empty tot that used to contain the Windsor Hotel
Page 2

After the 1970s it started a slow decline; competition
grew from other shopping districts that sprang up
throughout the Fraser Valley. Banks and government
offices eventually moved away, social service offrces
moved in, and a street atmosphere of drugs and
seedy activities prevailed. Old buildings became
vacant and started to deteriorate. Columbia Street
gained a bad rap, and although starting in the 1990s,
there was a concerted effort by police to clean up
the area, the "dangerous" reputation nevertheless
remained. But those who live in this area will tell a
different story.
Although the Columbia Street of today seems to
have slid into obscurity, with just a few bright
pockets of activity, there remains an air of optimism
among the downtown residents and business owners
that this once thriving street can return to its heyday
- or become something even better. But does
that come at a cost of building highrises right on
Columbia Street? Do we need an influx of people
before a better street culture is created?

Onwards and upwards
Here are the facts: By the year 2021, the population
of New Westminster is expected to reach 84,000
(current population is 59,000), with a signification
portion expected to be in the downtown area. One of
the problems we face in our city is a limited amount
of land, so that means the only place to build is up.
At the same time, the City of New Westminster in
its current Official Community P/an (OCP), does
acknowledge the need to preserve the heritage

Councillor Bill Harper talks about finding this
balance. "The city policy in this matter is it's a
heritage district...and this council is in line with that
policy but is trying to come to grips with preserving
heritage and allowing it to be built into a regional
town centre," he says. "This is one of a number in
the GVRD town centres. It will become a focus for
business, retail and commercial business like it used
to be in many ways, but also becoming densified,

neighbourhood:
The challenge in coming decades will be
to accommodate population growth while
preserving the neighbourhood character
and existing streetscapes. Design and
development needs to respond to evolving
lifestyles and neighbourhood priorities.

x
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will New Westminster will

be successful at
achieving this blend of modern highrises and old
town feel? Cerlainly there are many cities in North
America that we could take ideas from. Victoria's
waterfront is one example, although the City is
currently facing similar challenges to ours.
Another is Seattle and the Pike Market area.
So

n

\

Although their downtown is densely packed, there
remains enough of an old town look with fully
preserved heritage landmarks, mixed in with some
remarkably high skyscrapers set further back into the
city. Enor,rgh of the waterfront still consists mostly
of low-rise buildings, which allows everyone to
eniov the view.

...as has Seattle's.
and at the same time preserving heritage within the

guidelines for that district."

A variety of solutions
Eric Pattison, who has been involved in restoration
projects such as the Queens Hotel and the Burr
Theatre, believes that "rehabilitation" is necessary

to conserve and breathe new life back into these
buildings.
He says "At the end of the day we're not creating
a street of empty buildings. These are buildings
that need to be occupied and the best way to save a
heritage building is to find a new use for it."

"But like a lot of things in life," he says, "doing
it in moderation is usually the best route". And he
says he can't picture a wall of towers marching
down Columbia Street. "Obviously that would be
ludicrous.

Photo Jenny Brown

"There are a substantial amount of historic buildings
down there of national significance such as the Burr
Theatre, which should be completely restored inside
and out. However, buildings like the Trapp Block
and Windjammer have been modified extensively
Page 3

with the rest of the building."
Property owners can apply to have their building
registered on the Canadian Register of Historic
Places. A document called a "statement of
Significance" outlines in layman's terms the:

Heritage Value: the aesthetic, historic,
scientific, cultural, social or spiritual
importance or significance for past, present
or future generations.

"Maybe we'll see an Earl's or a Brend Garden
down there [Windiammet]. And you'll look
up and see the restored fagade- The fuct thnt
you clon't go in andfind old hotel rooms from
1902 - well I think that's OK."
- Eric Pattison, Architect
and have serious structural deficiencies'"

He says that in this case, "retaining the fagade is a
reasonable solution."

As far as fully restoring other buildings on Columbia
Street, "It's a case by case basis," Pattison points
out. "There may be other br-rildings where a fagade
may not work, like Copp's shoes or the Collector's
Choice Antique Matl...I think a variety of solutions

willwork fine."

Ilistoric

Places

So what are the rules about protecting heritage
buildings? The Historic Places Initiative is a federal
program that was created to set heritage conservation
standards that apply across Canada' The "Standards

and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic
Places in Canada" outlines three different levels of
treatment options: preservation, rehabilitation and
restoration.
is

to do what we did with the BC Electric Railway
building" (a complete restoration of the exterior,
and re-utilization of the interior), "one is like the
Windsor Hotel (which was demolished) and will
be built brand new (but with a heritage design to
conform to the existing heritage buildings) and one
is the Trapp Block building which is taking down the
fagade, and then restoring it and doing what they can
Pase 4

value.
The Heritage BC website gives the following
explanation of how designation is pursued by
government:
... government will in almost all cases frst
attempt to get the compliance of the owner (often
called a "friendly" designation)- Owners often
do comply, and in fact may seek designation if
there is the opportunity offinancial incentives as
a result. In some cases, however, the owner may
resist, in which case council may be reluctant
to pnrsue designation, especially if there is
a concern that the owner may seekfinancial
compensation, which is possible if a loss in
market value can be demonstrated.

Initiative

Bill Harper illustrates these three choices' "One

Character-Defi ning Elements: the
materials, forms, location, sPatial
configurations, uses and cultural associations
or meanings that contribute to the heritage
value of a historic place, and which must
be retained in order to preserve its heritage

So who gets the final say? According to Eric
Pattison, ". .. building owners are another one of the
key factors. The public and heritage advocates can
lobby all they like to try to get a solution, but the
people that own the buitdings and that approve the
projects are the ones at the end of the day who make

the decisions."

Councillor Harper talks about standardizing policies'
"What has not been done is a thorough analysis of
every building on the street to see which ones can be
preserved and should be and which ones are in bad
shape and can't be...in terms of heights, part of the
problem fwith Columbia Street] was that there was
never a decision abor-rt how high they should be, so
when someone comes and says 'I want a2Z-storey

OCP

building,' then the debate starts' "The new
answer those
and Suitainabitity Ptan wilt hopefully
questions so we'il have a policy that will say' 'This
i, tn" *uy it is,' and we can say to developers' 'don't
even ask, because this is the policy'"'
So what's happening to The

Trapp Block/

Windjammer Hotel?
interest in
One of the latest developers to take an
Salient
The
of
Columbia Street is Robert Fung
Group, who has been responsible for some

o'We spent well over a year on
possible? Fung says,
i, trying to figure out how to restore it, how to do a

'retro'fit.
"But not only was the foundation unstable' but the
whole building had sagged in the back and it had
kinked to the east and west. No columns were
straight and the floors were out by 18-20 inches from
north to south. The Trapp block is probably the one
we spent the most time trying to figure out how to
it
re-do it, just because it was a spectacular mass' but
just didn't work."
And the Windjammer? He says "It was smaller' but
no better in many ways. The masonry was really
deteriorated. It's built like a rooming house, which
is basically like a house, so the structure doesn't
adapt

well."

The architectural drawings for this project show a
the
170-foot tower (including the original height of
the
of
height
current
Trapp Block fagade) with the

Windjammer maintained.

"The Trapp Block fugude is one of the most
speciulfaiades in the Lower Mainlund'"
Group
- Robert Fung, President, Salient
in Gastown'
spectacular heritage restoration projects
unique
his
liis interest in anthropology reflects
approach to re-develoPment'

the west is
"The design of the new Annex building to
first three
the
actually based on the original design of
floorc of th" Trapp Block' People say it has a really
an
modernist thing, and the irony is that it is actually
1899 design."

Fung says he felt strongly about keeping the historic
scale ofthe Windjammer and Trapp Block because'

value history and where we came
from and the notion of evolution of
cities. I feel strongly that you don't
have to throw awaY the old in order

"I

\

for the evolution to continue'"
He sees the same Potential in
Columbia Street, as he did in
Gastown. "Our model is to look at
urban and regional town centres that
are undervalued or have languished'
We take the approach of 'If you build
it, they will come.'And once built,
hopefutly it will create interest from
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other investors."
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So was a complete restoration of the
Trapp Block and Windjammer Hotel
Continued Page 8
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Inside The Trapp Block...Photos by Paul Fuoco.
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Inside The Windjammer...Photos by Paul Fuoco.
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"people end up being drawn back to those fhistoric
neighbourhood] areas in a way that they are not
really drawn to the new districts."

An old guard on Columbia Street
Several months ago

I stopped bY the

Windjammer to examine the interior of this old
landmark that had long catered to lower-income
patrons. It was mid-afternoon when I walked into the
dimly lit room and found Ray Pigeau, former owner
and long-time New Westminster resident.
To my surprise, I found he wasn't a sentimental
old man hanging onto the memories of the past,
but rather, an astute, forward-thinking businessman
who fully supports new development on Columbia

Although he did
build highrises
"Ifthey
area:
to
one
take exception
It will
a
disaster!
all along the waterfront it will be
destroy the waterfront for activities like cruises,
tourism and other things' The waterfront should
be utitized for other activities - maybe a pier like
Granville Island."
Street

- including new highrises.

first? That's what holding Columbia Street back."
"But", he told me, 'oprogress on Columbia Street is
hindered by heritage committees saying 'you can't
do this and you can't do that!"'
He handed me his recent letter to The Downtown
New Westminster Business Improvement Society
and a copy of his Augu st, 2007 presentation to City
Council, in which he outlines his opinions on how
Columbia Street should move forward.

In it, he writes, "Downtown Columbia Street
continues to be plagued with dreamers of yesteryear.
Those concerned should be directed and subjected
to experience a return to candlelight, coal oil lamps,
sawing and chopping wood and washing their
clothes in the Fraser River. Heritage should be
limited to old homes and let the market place direct
its own destiny."

A tough go for new businesses
Maureen Arvanitidis, President of the New
Westminster Heritage Preseruation Society,
acknowledges that the "bad" reputation is part

of

what's currently holding us back. "Columbia Street
has that stigma attached," she says. 'It seems like it's
hard to shake. There's not a lot on Columbia Street
unless you're into wedding dresses, so what do you
go down for?"
She points out, "You have to get people down there
but you're not going to get them down there unless
there's the draw. "
She describes the hard time

"It's nice to huve a past and remember
it und be guided by it, but you've got to
look to thefuture."
- Ra! Pigeau,long time New
Westminster resident und Formet
owner of The Windiammer Hotel.

He described a chicken-and-egg syndrome that
was echoed by the other interviewees' "We have
to replace the old industrial tax base to residential.
Bring people in to increase the tax base. It's got
to be a mix. People need services, but what comes
Paee 8

fledgling businesses

experience on Columbia Street. "Businesses open up
and hang on for three to six months and when their
lease is up they're gone because no one's shopping
there. So it's a real chicken and egg thing. You have
to get the people down there, but you're not going to
get them there unless there's a draw."
She believes that developers are taking a huge

gamble by building on Columbia Street. "The Bttrr
Theatre was supposed to be a great draw and now
that's closed. Maybe people might come down out
of their highrises and pick something up from the
corner grocery store on a Saturday morning. I think
people would start going down there if there was
a movie theatre. Maybe if there were a couple of

restaurants that people at least recognized the name
of... so Robert Fung and other developers are going
to be selling their apartments to prospective buyers,
but what are they coming there for?"

Support your community!
Eric Pattison has a difFerent take. "I think locals
need to support it more," he comments. "So
many people here say, 'When are they going to do
something about Columbia Street?'My answer is,
'When was the lasttime you went down there for
a cup of coffee or to buy some shoes?' They say,
'Oh, I never go down there. It's full of undesirables
and closed up shops.' And I say, 'Well, you're
wrong. Go down. I go there for lunch, I buy shoes,
I get my paper at Paper Poet. You know, j azz atthe
Heritage Grill...c'mon, you're the problem. Get
with the program! Use your downtown, don't be so
paranoid."

And as far as being "dangerous," he says, "In terms
of grittier or nastier downtowns, New Westminster is
like a resort compared to some American or Eastern
cities !"

Views and the river
Recent televised city council meetings have shown a
number of community residents and activists voicing
their concem about variances being approved for
developers who want to increase height and density,
expressing their fear that more highrises will block
precious views of the river.
Maureen Arvanitidis says, "What's been extremely
frustrating for people in heritage is it isn't so
much you need incentives to get people to fix up
their houses, but you need the city to protect the
neighbourhoods and make sure you're not going to
have a highrise go in next door. But they're very

reluctant."
There are several references made in the current
OCP about preserving views of the Fraser River,
with one section even entitled "Views Make New
Westminster's Neighbourhoods More Liveable." It
states that views from Cify Hall, Douglas College,
Fraser Cemetery and Grimston Park are "...
preserved by zoning."

Two of the points listed under both the "Residential
and Commercial Guidelines" are'New buildings
should not stand out, appear larger than existing
buildings" and should "Maintain or enhance views of
the waterfront at street ends." However, the current
OCP is l0 years old, and the City acknowledges
". . . it's time for an update to account for how our
Downtown communiqz has changed since then and
to better plan for the future."

"The thing I have the most objection to
with the buildings going on Columbiu
Street is that the higher they are, the
bigger the wall is between them and the
city - und Columbia Street becomes like a
canyon. "
Muuree n Arvanitidis, Pres ident, New
West minste r Her itag e Preserv atio n
Societv.

Arvanitidis says, "The thing I have the most
objection to with the buildings going on Columbia
Street is that the higher they are, the bigger the wall
is between them and the city and Columbia Street
becomes like a canyon. On the other hand, if you
can give the developers some incentives, maybe you
can bring the people in and you can restore the Burr
and do other things."

Ray Pigeau believes that changes to old zoning are
necessary for Columbia Street to move forward.
"Evolution and transition is with us. Changes

do require re-zoning with variances. Considering
the many progressive happenings in our Uptown,
in Queensborough and the exciting Sapperton
Page 9

proposals, they all send a strong message that the
NOW society DO support new bright places of
businesses that offer all the modem comforts and
amenities."

Councillor Bill Harper addresses these concerns.
"The worry of a lot of people is that there will be a
wall of highrises, because that's what they did on the
waterfront in the '80s and '90s - they rezoned the
properly so that l3 3O-storey highrises could be built
from the Quay to the bridge - and that's a wall...The
waterfront should be open to the public and should
have public walkways and areas so people can enjoy
the river and use it for recreation. There is a certain
amount of that, there is a walkway nicely designed,
but there is no grassland or benches, etc. So I think
the waterfront has to be re-thought through and this
downtown OCP will attempt to tackle those issues."

Capitalizing on tourism and the
river
For all its apparent shortcomings of
today, one thing Columbia Street
certainly doesn't lack is character. As
Eric Pattison says, "You can't fake
something like that. You can't tear
down the old buildings and make
them look new, it's not Disneyland."
Tourism is certainly a factor the city
intends to play on. In its Economic
Development Plan, the city states,
"New Westminster has lagged mainly
because it has not developed strong
tourism infrastructure or attractions."
But it identifies this sector as having
a strong prospect for growth. "There
is raw potential in the form of
heritage character and the river. "
Manreen Arvanitidis agrees that our
city can capitalize on this indr-rstry.
"People are realizing that people will
travel to your area and they'll stay
for a couple of extra days if they can
visit museums and the heritage sites,
so heritage pays."
Rather than describing New
Westminster as the "New Yaletown"
Page
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(a comparison that's been buzzing around for
some time now), Eric Pattison says, "I'd like to
see Columbia Street more akin to some streets in

Victoria like Government Street or parts of Douglas
Street where you have tourists wandering up and
down the streets and there's some businesses that
cater to tourists. As well, you have the people living
nearby and businesses that cater to locals."
So what

will Columbia Street be like in 10 to 15

years?
Pattison sees something new and better. "The
'Miracle Mile'is a nostalgic term that should stay in
the past," he states. "It needs to be a viable, strong
commercial area, which it is becoming. It's going to
be one of many town centres in the region. It needs
to continue on that path and attract good business. I
think the heritage character is such a unique attribute

that it really needs to be played up."
Robert Fung says, "l think it's going to be a thriving
area in the next 10 years. It's going to be a really
interesting area to live in...l do believe it will come
back to a level of prominence for a number of
reasons, but very different ones than in the 1970s

or even the turn of the century. We're going to
do everything we can to make this project be that
catalyst."
Maureen Arvanitidis believes the City should
take the lead: "I think the next two years will be
extremely important. Because if New Westminster
isn't firm and has a clear picture of what they want
to see, the developers will ride right over them and
we'll get concrete highrises or whatever they think
is important, like how are we going to make more
money? Can we get an extra storey? They need
to lead and not let it be just a case of 'What do the
developers want and we'll make it work for you,'
as opposed to being quite clear about what we'd
like to happen in the city. I think we've got a lot of
potential, but we've got to grab that brass ring."

be very very exciting. If everything goes well,
tourism is going to be the biggest attraction. We'll
have the Fraser River Discovery Centre (by the old
Casino) telling the story of how this whole province
was developed and how it all started here in New
Westminster. And the future taxpayers will insist on
amenities like docks, harbours, marinas and all the
river activity. Little cruise ships that go out of here
to Vancouver and back...I want to see the future
generation enjoy the waterfront with good, careful
planning, 'cause that's something you just can,t buy.
Regardless of what you do, there will always be that

river. It just keeps on flowing."
Jenny Brown is a New Westminster-basedfreelance
marketing writer, who creates a variety of marketing
and creative materials for not-for-profit and forprofit organizations. For more details, log onto
tvt v tu,j e nn).,
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Councillor Harper adds, "Councils come and go
and staffcome and go, and we're trying to lay the
groundwork with as much preservation as possible,
as much liveable corridor, as much public space,
and as many amenities as possible...It's a work in
progress.

"A lot of them fheritage buildings] willremain. The
Westminster (Trust) building will remain, the Bank
of Montreal, the Bank ofNova Scotia buildings will
remain, the CIBC building was just redone and will
sit there for at least 50 years or longer.

"I

it as a total picture that's interrelated...the
economic development and tourism and Fraser River
Discovery Centre, which will be happening... The
City has purchased a chunk of property that goes
from the SkyTrain to Blackie Street and will be
putting a $35 million civic centre there. The money
is designated to have it as a public space, so we're
in the process of deciding what to put in it...We're
trying to tum it back into a commercial town centre,
where people can live. work and play."
see
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Ray Pigeau is full of optimism and paints a picture
of a flor-rrishing waterfront. "[ think it's going to
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