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INTRODUCTION 

The following brief reports have been prepared by the 

Historical Research Section of the Canadian Inventory of 

Historic Building in an attempt to collect some data about 

early Canadian architecture. They do not pretend to 

represent exhaustive research on any building: they are 

irregular in the depth of information they contain, and they 

do not attempt to cover all of the early, or even important 

buildings in any community. Instead, they represent only a 

selected sampling of interesting early Canadian building 

which has been researched to obtain comparative data. 

Any style denominations given to these buildings must 

be considered temporary only. Final denominations will be 

applied to conform with the definitions of Canadian styles 

as they are outlined by the Architectural Analysis Section 

of the Canadian Inventory of Historic Building. 

This manuscript has been compiled for the use of CIHB 

historians; consequently, it is organized in consecutive 

geocode order. A geocode is comprised of 14 digits, e.g. 

01101000100001. The first group of digits (01101) indicates 

the province and city or area; the second (0001) gives the 

name of the street; the final five digits (00001) represent 
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the number of the street address at the time the building 

was recorded by the CIHB (in this case, 1). 

The centre four digits provide the key to the 

organization of reports in this manuscript. A list of 

street geocodes or street names in geocode order is given 

below to indicate their consecutive order. Buildings on the 

same street will be found in order of their street address 

number. 

Street Name 

Springdale Street 
New Gower Street 
Rennies Mill Road 
Circular Road 
Duckworth Street 
Water Street 
King's Bridge Road 
Monkstown Road 
Forest Road 
Military Road 
Cochrane Street 
George Street 
Queen's Road 
Queen's Street 
Patrick Street 
Merry Meeting Road 
Shaw Street 
Powers Court 
Southside Road 
Cathedral Square 
Waterford Bridge Road 
Bonaventure Avenue 
Kenna's Hill 
Church Hill 
Pennywell Road 
Winter Avenue 
Angel Place 
Smithville Crescent 
Portugal Cove Rd. 
Westerland Road 
Oxenpond Rd. 

Geocode 

01101000100000 
01101000300000 
01101000500000 
01101000600000 
01101000700000 
01101000800000 
01101000900000 
01101001100000 
01101001400000 
01101001500000 
01101001600000 
01101002100000 
01101002200000 
01101002300000 
01101002400000 
01101002700000 
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01101003200000 
01101003400000 
01101003500000 
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01101004000000 
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01101006000000 
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01101007600000 
01101010400000 
01101012000000 
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276 Duckworth Street 
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St. John's claim as the oldest port in North America is 

based upon the more or less continuous occupation of its 

site since the early-16th century. During that time it 

suffered under a series of conquests and re-conquests by 

successive English and French forces. No structures date 

from before the mid-18th century, previous ones having been 

either destroyed or dismantled. In fact, prior to the 19th 

century, permanent residence on the Island was forbidden; 

St. John's and other outports were considered as summer 

outfitting and fish curing stations which were to be 

abandoned during the winter months. The only permanent 

residents were squatters who risked persecution and 

destruction of their dwellings if caught. As a result, few 

structures of any consequence were built. Quidi Vidi, 

formerly a separate village but now essentially a suburb of 

St. John's, contains at least one structure dating from 

this period.1 The oldest structure within the city 

itself appears to be the rectory of St. Thomas' Church 

(0110100090005), which was built in 1801 as a government 

office. 

St. John's emergence as a permanent settlement dates 

from the turn of the 19th century when the ban on permanent 

residence was raised and a full-time governor was appointed. 
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Within a decade the port had emerged as the leading economic 

and social centre of the island. Growth was concentrated 

initially along the water front. In fact, at the outset 

Water and Duckworth Streets, known then as the Upper and 

Lower Paths, were the only ones in existence. This section 

has remained the commercial core of the city ever since, 

housing the numerous stores and offices of an influential 

mercantile elite who controlled the Island's cod fishing 

industry.2 

The history of St. John's during the 19th century reads 

as a series of calamities followed by rapid, if haphazard, 

recoveries. From the outset wood remained the prevalent 

building material. By 1816 the settlement consisted of a 

collection of hastily built wooden structures concentrated 

around Water and Duckworth Streets. 

The result was a village—by no stretch of the 

imagination could it be likened to a town—that 

savoured of the Middle Ages. A line of irregular 

hutments intersected by crooked, six-foot-wide 

streets, straggling around the northern fringe of 

the harbour; a few score of shanties, fragmentary 

fish-flakes and rickety premises.3 

Virtually all these buildings appear to have been destroyed 

by a series of fires which swept through the port in 1816 

and 1817 (Figure 4). When rebuilding was undertaken, 
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however, the original street patterns were retained. 

The period 1817 to 1846 was one of uninterrupted 

growth. Again, wooden structures were packed haphazardly 

along the water front, intersected by winding roads running 

inland. A major fire in 1846 swept away virtually the 

entire central core of the town (Figure 5), including the 

mercantile houses along Water and Duckworth Streets, causing 

an estimated $4,000,000 in damage and leaving 12,000 people 

homeless. Any structures predating this period were ones 

constructed in outlying fringe areas, as the destruction 

within the fire's boundaries was evidently complete. 

Outstanding survivors from pre-1846 are St. Thomas' Church 

(01101001500001), located between King's Bridge and Military 

Roads and built in 1836,4 anc; Government House 

(01101001500080), built between 1825 and 1828. (The 

Catholic Basilica [0110100150072] was under construction at 

the time of the fire, but was not completed until the 

1850s.) 

The post-1846 period saw yet another massive rebuilding 

phase. Because of an Act of Legislature passed after the 

fire, the Water and Duckworth merchants rebuilt their 

establishments in stone and brick to prevent a recurrence. 

Ecclesiastical and governmental structures were also built 

in these materials: outstanding examples from this period 

included the Anglican Cathedral (01101003700018), started in 

1847, and completed in 1885: 
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The nave was completed and opened for service in 

1850; and the transepts, chancel and tower are now 

in course of erection from a design of Sir Gilbert 

Scott, and will probably be finished in 2 or 3 

years.. . . 5 

St. Patrick's Church (01101002400040) was begun in 1864 and 

completed in 1881; the Roman Catholic Basilica was completed 

in 1855. Government buildings included the Colonial 

Building (01101001500078), started in 1847 and completed in 

1850, the Penitentiary (01101001400085), finished in 1859, 

and the Post Office (Figure 7), built in 1886. All but the 

latter were of stone construction. 

In 1881, a writer described St. John's in the following 

terms: 

Water Street, the principle business street, 

presents a very substantial though not handsome 

appearance, the houses being of stone or brick. 

Shops, stores, and mercantile counting houses 

occupy the ground-floors, while the merchants and 

shopkeepers live in the upper storeys. The fish 

stores and other warehouses and the wharves 

project from behind, on the side next to the 

harbour. 

In most parts of the city the houses are for 

the most part built of wood, and many of them 

are dingy and common-place." 
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A bird's eye map (Figure 6) illustrates the appearance 

of St. John's in 1879. A census taken a few years earlier, 

in 1874, reveals that the port had a population of 23,890; 

there were 3,907 inhabited houses at that time. Roman 

Catholicism was by far the most predominant religion, having 

a congregation numbering 15,719, followed by the Church of 

England with 4,658. This suggests that the majority of 

residents were likely of Irish extraction. 

The most decisive single event in St. John's history 

was the fire which swept the city in 1892. Starting at the 

intersection of Freshwater and Cookstown Roads above the 

central core, it moved eastward, wiping out the business 

district and entire waterfront for a third time (Figure 5). 

The extent of destruction is indicated in Figures 8-11. In 

the east end of the city, the only area spared was a small 

section bounded by St. Thomas' Church, the Railway station 

(011010008000515), and Devon Row (01101000700001-4).7 An 

estimated $20,000,000 in damage was incurred, and many major 

commercial and government buildings were destroyed. The 

Anglican Cathedral was gutted (Figure 11), but was rebuilt 

using the original shell by 1895. The Customs House, dating 

from 1848 was destroyed but rebuilt in brick in 1895. The 

Water Street stores and business structures east of Beck's 

Cove Rd. were also destroyed, but rapidly rebuilt. 
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