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April 2, 1992

Mayor Tom C. Gosnel

and Menbers of Council,
City of London,
300 Dufferin Avenue,
London, Ontario
N6A 418

Dear Mayor Gosnell and Menbers of Council:

Re: Report of the Conservation Revi ew Board
concerning 329 St. George Street - Thor nwood
- The Becher House

This is our report to you as required by the Ontario
Heritage Act, concerning the proposed designation of the
property for its historical and architectural value or

i nterest.

After a series of adm nistrative adjournnments on consent,
the matter was heard by the Board on COctober 21 and
Novenber 25, 1991. The proposed designation was vi gorously
contested by representatives of the City and the owner
over two hearing days. Only one hearing before this Board
has taken | onger than two days.

The proposed designation involves two difficult issues:
first, the extent of the property that should in the
particular circunstances be subject to designation and,
second, the extent and nature of the interior alterations
t hat should be controlled by thereasons for designation.

The first issue is particularly difficult in this case. W
have given the matter careful consideration and are now in
a position to report to you.

Appear ances
M. Janmes T. Barber appeared for the City of London and

M. Alan R Patton appeared for the owner, Ms. Angela
Wod. In addition, the foll ow ng gave evidence for the
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City; John Lutman, Nancy Zwart Tausky, Lynne Di Stefano,
KimPratt, Mark G adysz and Bruce Curtis.

The evi dence for the owner was given by M. G en E. Wod,
spouse of the owner.

Mbt i on

At the outset of the hearing M. Patton noved that the
heari ng be adjourned for the foll ow ng reasons:

(1) that it was premature for this Board to consider
the issue of designation in that the Board's
recomrendati on m ght prejudge issues to be
consi dered by the Ontario Minicipal Board
concerning the official plan designation, zoning,
site plan approval and Rental Housing Protection
Act ;

(2) that thereis alis inter partes as the parties
will dispute the elenents of designation; and

(3) M. Wod was not available to give evidence or
i nstructions.

M. Barber vigorously disputed the adjournnment and the
Board decided to proceed with the hearing for the
foll owi ng reasons:

(1) this Board exercises a reporting rather than an
adj udi cative function and its reconmendation to
Council in no way pre-enpts the jurisdiction of the
Ontari o Munici pal Board;

(2) the hearing is not to decide alis inter partes but
is, rather, an inquiry and each party has a ful
right to | ead evidence and cross exam ne; and

(3) t he absence of a potential w tness was unfortunate
but the date of the hearing had been set for sone
time; five witnesses, two | awers and the Board
were present and the overwhel mi ng bal ance of public
conveni ence indicated that the hearing should
pr oceed.

Hi storical Significance

Normal |y the Board would set out its findings as to the
hi storical significance of a property intended for
designation in substantial detail. In this case the

hi storical significance of the property is not in dispute
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and there is abundant literature relating to Thornwood
and to its designer and first owner, Henry Corry Row ey
Becher. It would be superfluous to set out our findings
in detail as to do so would nerely repeat what has

al ready been witten el sewhere.

In summary, the main part of the present Thornwood dates
from 1852. Henry Corry Row ey Becher (1817-1885)

desi gned and built the house. He was a prom nent and
significant figure in the history of London. This was an
i nportant property. Its historical significance relates
to the nature and use of the house as a country villa.
It was a central social neeting place where influential
peopl e gathered. It was not a townhouse or city hone but
was a gentleman's country villa. It is the last of its
kind in London. It was a social |ocale for princes,
prime mnisters, fathers of confederation and ot her
significant figures.

The fact that it is a country villa has inplications on
the quantity of |and that should be designated, having in
m nd the heritage significance of the property. It is a
fine and i ndeed the | ast remining exanple of this type
of property. It is significant in the heritage of London
and, indeed, of the Province. Al though it has changed
over tinme, its character as a country villa is still
apparent and is retainable in |ight of the connection of
the property to the parkland to the west.

Architectural Significance

The architectural significance of the exterior of the
original part of the house is not in dispute. There is
sonme di sagreenent as to the significance of the |ater
additions to the east and of the coach house.
Substanti al evidence was brought by experts that the
addi ti ons and the coach house are indeed significant.
The coach house reflects the main house and is | ocated
in a picturesque relationship to it. Stringent efforts
were made to nmake the additions consistent in style and
synpat hetic scale with the original building.

There was no evi dence adduced by experts to the contrary.

The evidence related to the principal roons referred to
in the reasons for designation is, as well, convincing.
Al t hough the original furnishings and decor of the
roons have been dissipated and altered, neverthel ess

t hose roons are substantially intact from an
architectural perspective and are significant having in



m nd the nature and type of villa that Thor nwood
represents.

The roons are, of course, not open to the public but that
does not dimnish their architectural significance. There
are many cases in which the interiors of buildings have
been included in the reasons for designation. Mdst cases
i nvol ve buildings of a public or quasi-public nature
where significant architectural attention was given to
interiors but it is inportant in the case of private
homes such as Thornwood that reference be made in the
reasons for designation to significant interior features
in order that some protection be provided against a
possi bl e thoughtl ess gutting at sonme future date of the
building leaving it as a shell.

The Board anticipates and expects that Council wll

di spl ay appropriate flexibility in permtting interior
alterations that affect the reasons for designation but
do not affect fundanmentally the character of the roons
and their relationships, having in mnd that this is a
private residence.

The difficult issue relates to how much | and shoul d be
included in the property to be designated.

Nancy Zwart Tausky testified that the house is unusual in
several respects. She said that its architecture energed
fromseveral ideas that were inportant in 19th century
Gothic Revival architecture. The Gothic style was

medi eval and was resurrected in the 18th century. The

Got hic Revival style reflects two fundanmental ideas. The
first is the significance of the picturesque. The second
relates to the inportance of functionalism

An obj ective of the picturesque approach is to place
bui | di ngs where they | ook as though they were in a picture
to place buildings into a | andscape conposition as in a
picture. Cl assical buildings are not picturesque in that
sense. They tend to be plunked down wherever it is
conveni ent on the ground. That classical approach is

di stingui shed fromthe picturesque where buildings are
deliberately placed in a natural and organic relationship
with the irregular and wild terrain and | andscapi ng. That
is a conpletely different philosophy fromlining houses up
row-on-row in grid patterns on urban streets.

The | and around the building assunes, in this context, a
significance as do the views and vistas to and fromthe
buil ding, particularly those to the west and southwest.



Nancy Zwart Tausky indicated that the Gothic Revival
style reflected a belief in functionalism By that she
meant that buildings could have irregular and acci dent al
features. They could be designed with flexibility and
coul d be added to. That was different fromthe classica
style where roons had to be fitted into preexisting
shapes.

Most of what are referred to as Gothic buildings in
Ontario are what she referred to as "pseudo Gothic"; that
is, they are buildings that are either symetrical or

el | -shaped. Very few buildings of this period attenpt to
put into effect what English witers thought was correct
about the Gothic Revival style. She said that Thor nwood
was very carefully situated |ooking down towards London
and close to the edge of the bank, |ooking over what was
then the river to Becher's island. The big bay in the
drawi ng room over | ooked the | andscape to the west and the
ot her roons are designed deliberately with the principal
views in mnd. Thornwood, in its plan and siting,
denonstrates the principles of picturesqueness and
functionalismand puts theminto effect. The house was
designed for the site and not for any other site.

She testified that the house shows an unusual

sophi stication and grasp of what the Gothic Revival style
was about, not only in ternms of its picturesque |ocation
and relationship to the natural |andscape but also in
functional ternms in that the function of the building is a
maj or contributor to its design and its formfollows the
functions of the building and of the various roons. The
roons are oriented and related to capture the views and
vi stas as distinguished frombeing jammed into a
preexisting form The building has an accidental quality
and appears to have grown organically rather than having
been dropped down onto the ground. The Got hic Revival
style placed a prem umon the appearance of irregularity
but in fact the design is well bal anced.

The owner intends to retain the coach house and the

evi dence from Lynne Di Stefano was that it is inportant
to see the conplex as a whole and the coach house is an
integral and inportant part of the heritage conpl ex.

The architectural aspects of the buil dings have been set
out in the reasons for designation and it is unnecessary
to repeat the description here. Thereasons for
designation are exceedingly brief with respect to the

i ssue of | andscapi ng and grounds, as conpared with
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the evidence |l ed at the Board. M. Barber advised that
the reasons are inadequate in sone respects and do not
clearly protect certain views to the west and south west
of the building.

A major portion of the 267 acre site lies to the west
and south west of the main house. Nancy Zwart Tausky
testified that the historical value of the property
justified retaining as nmuch as possible of the property
inits original state so as to maintain its mlieu. In
response to a question by M. Patton as to whet her she
coul d define a specific envel ope around the buil di ngs

t hat should not be built on, she advised that the

envel ope should be determ ned by the heritage val ue of
the buildings. She felt that, although it is only is
certain areas of the park that a menmber of the public can
get the inpression of the property as a country estate,
neverthel ess when one is on the land itself one does have
the inpression of a country estate. Lynne Di Stefano was
not opposed to a certain |evel of developnment on the site
but felt that it was inportant to maintain the vista to
the south west. She had no problemw thinfill to the
north and north west of the nmain building but feels that
not hi ng should be built to the south west and that it
shoul d be kept open directly to the west.

KimPratt testified that one could see the roof fromthe
park and that it was inportant to keep the vista fromthe
par k.

Mark G adysz advi sed that although there was no specific
reference to the vistas to the south west and south in

t he reasons for designation, the rationale for including
the entire remaining | andhol ding was to preserve the
remmant of the estate and control vegetation and

| andscapi ng.

G en Wod testified that he and his wife had no probl em
wi th designation insofar as it referred to the origina
part of the house but that he was concerned about

desi gnating additional |ands until the Ontari o Mini ci pal
Board has dealt with his applications and appeals.

The Board agrees with Nancy Zwart Tausky that the

envel ope of area to be preserved in its natural state
around the building should be determ ned by the heritage
val ue of the property rather than by other

consi derati ons.
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It is clear that the entire remini ng Thornwood estate
which is the property proposed to be designated, is of

hi storical and architectural value and interest. That
value and interest is of greater significance on the

t abl el and than bel ow t he edge of the bank but the area of
the old driveway up fromG ovenor Street is, as well, of
substantial significance.

Heritage interests can be protected by a variety of |egal
mechani sns that include zoning, site plan agreenents,
heritage easenent agreenents as well as designations
under Parts IV and V of the Ontario Heritage Act.

Desi gnation as a heritage conservation district under
Part V is not an issue here. Designations of heritage
conservation districts protect only buildings and
structures and not the spaces between or around buil di ngs
and, in particular, do not protect |andscapes.

Desi gnati on of an individual property under Part IV of
the Act places permit control over alterations in the
hands of Council. Alterations are defined as changes in
any manner. The difficulty froma private owner's point

of viewis that there is no appeal from a decision of
Counci|l denying an alteration permit (unlike the case
wWith the heritage conservation district where denial of
an alteration permt can be appealed to the OvVB). That

rai ses the question of how nuch |and should be subject to
desi gnati on under Part IV of the Act; i.e., how nmuch | and
shoul d be included in the property to be desi gnat ed.

Subj ecting |l and to designation under Part IV of the
Ontario Heritage Act, in this instance, could be

consi dered to be anal ogous to zoning theland which is
privately owned, for open space purposes excl usively

Wi t hout appeal. That may be appropriate in certain
instances and with respect to mnor amounts of |and but
in this case there is a substantial anpunt of |and that
m ght or m ght not otherw se be suitable for devel opnent
that is proposed to be subject to permit control wthout
appeal by virtue of being included in the property

desi gnated under Part |V of the Act. The City does not
propose to acquire any part of the land. To prevent the
use of a significant area of |land for any purpose

what soever by including it as designated property does
not in this instance appear to be in the public interest
and may inperil the public interest in preserving the
heritage val ue of the property.

This is a case in which an astute and wel I-known real
estate agent and devel oper acquired awell-known, indeed
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fanmous heritage property at auction. The owner knew t hat
what was bei ng purchased was no nore than one | ot and,
indeed, a lot that contained a relatively val uabl e | egal
non-conform ng use for five dwelling units. On the other
hand, the property is substantially larger than its

nei ghbours and, w thout the heritage structures, mn ght
reasonably be expected to receive approval for a greater
intensity of developnment. In these circunstances there is
an inevitable tenptation to denolish the heritage
bui | ding and the best way to ensure the preservation of
the heritage structures, in the absence of a heritage
easenent agreenment, is to ensure that the property has a
vi abl e econom ¢ use. That inevitably entails a situation
wher eby what m ght be an appropriate use of |and having
in mnd all relevant considerations including heritage

i npact, is not sterilized and frustrated by neans of a
heritage designati on.

Wei ghing all the considerations, the Board reconmends as
foll ows.

Recommendati ons

(1) that property in connection wth Thornwood be
desi gnated as of historical and architectural val ue
and interest;

(2) that the reasons for designation refer to the
bui l dings as is presently proposed; and

(3) that the property subject to designation not be the
property as presently proposed but be a property of
a reduced area as follows:

(a) the tablel and;

(b) that area beyond the tableland within 75 feet of the
house;

(c) such land as is necessary below the edge of the bank

as to provide a vista up the location of the old driveway
to the buil ding.

(Original Signed by)

M chael B. Vaughan, Q C. Betty Ann W ddri ngton
Chai r man Menber



