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Architectural Trends in Victoria, British Columbia, 1850-1914 

Victoria's visual appeal may be attributed in large part 

to the quantity and diversity of its early buildings. 

The city's role as principal port, commercial and administrative 

centre for British Columbia during the 19th century is 

reflected in the various institutional, commercial and 

residential designs which survive in substantial numbers. 

The group of Victoria buildings examined during the 

Canadian Inventory of Historic Buildings survey were selected 

primarily for their architectural interest within a broader 

national context. They nevertheless present a reasonably 

accurate cross section of the city's architecture during 

its successive periods of growth prior to 1914. The following 

paper is intended primarily as an introduction to the 

individual building reports which follow. Its purpose 

is to place these seventy-odd structure within the historical 

context in which they were built, rather than provide 

a comprehensive history of the city's urban growth and 

construction industry. 

A number of individuals provided helpful advice during 

the course of my research on the individual buildings. 

I am particularly indebted to Alistair Kerr of the Heritage 

Conservation Branch, Martin Seggar, University of Victoria, 

and Brian Young, Provincial Archives for their help and 

suggestions. 
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Initial Phase, Pre-1858 

Prior to 1858, Victoria remained an isolated hamlet 

populated largely by current or former employees of the 

Hudson's Bay Company. Its population on the eve of the 

Fraser River gold rush was estimated to be around 300, 

the majority of whom were concentrated in or around the 

1843 Hudson's Bay Company stockade on the site of present-

day Bastion Square. Additional clusters were located 

on a series of four Company-owned farms, "Viewfield", 

"Colwood", "Constance Cove" and "Craigflower", which had 

been established between 1850 and 1853. 

Pre-1850 construction at Victoria appears to have 

been confined to squared log buildings erected within 

the Hudson's Bay Company fort according to standard specifi­

cations prescribed by the firm's Council of the Northern 

Department located at Fort Garry. Precise specifications 

as to the size and scale of the complex were issued by 

Chief Factor James Douglas, while actual construction 

was carried out by French Canadian labourers under the 
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direction of Roderick Fmlayson. When Company employees 

began receiving personal land grants beyond the stockade 

during the early 1850s, the same labourers were employed 

to construct their houses, utilizing the same mortice 

and tenon log construction techniques previously employed 

2 
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on the fort in the absense of milled lumber products. 

Thus the three earlier structures in Victoria, St. Ann's 

School (c. 1848-report no. 10106003400637), the John Tod 

House (c. 1850-report no. 10294000102564) and Helmcken 

House (1852-report no. 10106003400638) may be directly 

linked to Hudson's Bay Company antecedents. The first 

of these was in fact initially built for the firm then 

sold during the mid-1850s. The best evidence of prevailing 

construction problems and techniques is provided by Dr. 

J.S. Helmcken with reference to the erection of his residence: 

Everything has been done piecemeal. There being 

no lumber, it had to be built with logs squared 

on two sides and two inches thick. The sills 

and uprights were heavy and morticed—the supports 

of the floors likewise—the logs had to be let 

into grooves in the uprights. The timber had 

to be taken from the forest, squared there and 

brought down by water. All this had to be contract-
3 

ed for by French Canadians.... 

Additional construction activity also occurred at 

the four company farms during the early 1850s, which varied 

in population from 30 at Colwood to 76 at Craigflower. 

The latter was the only one to show substantial development 

during the period. Under the direction of bailiff Kenneth 

MacKenzie, the indentured inhabitants constructed a saw 

mill, brick and lime kilns and a foundry within a year 

of the farm's establishment. Erection of Craigflower 
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Manor, Mackenzie's personal residence, began in 1853 using 

locally-procured logs for the first storey. The remainder 

of the building was constructed of milled lumber produced 

by the farm's mill, (see report 10295000100110). Similar 

material was employed for the settlement's school house, 

which was erected in 1854 by local residents under the 

supervision of Scottish artisan Gideon Halcro (report 

10109004102765). Halcro found his carpentry skills in 

demand beyond the Craigflower settlement, for J.S. Helmcken 

recorded his employment to carry out all carpentry and 

plastering on his residence in 1853. 

By 1854, Victoria had a population of 232. An indication 

of the community's physical size is provided by its first 
4 

census, taken in that year: 

Victoria: 

Victoria 

district: 

Esquimalt 

(including 

Craig-
flower): 

Dwellings 

79 

35 

56 

Shops & 
Stores 

12 

2 

10 

Churches 

1 

0 

0 

Schools 

1 

0 

1 

Saw 
Mills 

0 

0 

4 

Little further headway occurred during the remainder 

of the pre-1858 period. On the eve of the Fraser River 

gold rush, the community remained an isolated and essentially 

static fur trade depot of no more than 300 inhabitants 
5 

characterised by "small endeavours and limited opportunities." 
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Tentative attempts at economic diversification began during 

the mid-1850s, notably with the establishment of fledgling 

lumber mills at Sooke, Cowichan, Alberni and Victoria, 

along with coal mining at Nanaimo. The absense of local 

markets and large distance from the burgeoning San Franciso 

market for such commodities, effectively retarded their 

growth during the period. It similarly prevented the 

emergence of a construction industry within Victoria, 

which continued to draw upon current or former Hudson's 

Bay Company employees to perform the roles of contractors 

and artisans. Thus company executive Roderick Finlayson 

could combine house construction with his various administrative 

roles: 

As second-in-command it became my duty to look 

after the men in building and thus became the 

pioneer builder of houses on the Island of Vancouver 

on civilized plans. 

The five pre-1858 buildings recorded by the CIHB 

appear to comprise all known surviving examples dating 

from the initial period of construction in Victoria. 

Gold Rush Phase, 1858-1865 

When rumours of a major gold strike on the Fraser 

River reached Victoria in the fall of 1857, Governor Douglas 

declared the mainland region to be a possession of the 

Crown and required ail prospects entering the area to 

first obtain mining licences in Victoria. While these 



measures were primarily intended to assert British sovereignty 

in the face of an anticipated stampede of Americans into 

the Fraser River region, the result for Victoria was a 

sudden deluge of an estimated 20,000 men within a four 

month span in 1858. Their impact on the community was 

drastic: outfitting, accommmodation and entertainment 

markets suddenly emerged and formed the basis of an economic 

and real estate boom: 

Shops, stores, and wooden shanties of every 

description, and in every direction, were seen 

going up, and nothing was heard but the stroke 

of the chisel or hammer. In six weeks, 225 

buildings, of which nearly 200 were stores, 

and of these 59 belonging to jobbers or importers, 
7 

had been added to a village of 300 inhabitants. 

The social impact was immediate. The staid, largely 

British population of the previous era was now swamped 

by a remarkably cosmopolitan collection of opportunists 

who had sailed north from San Francisco. Negroes, Jews, 

Germans, French, Americans, Eastern Canadian, English, 

Chinese and Polynesians all formed sizable elements of 

the new population, merging into various stratas of the 

emerging middle and lower classes of the community. The 

original elite composed of Hudson's Bay Company officials 

remained intact and politically dominant, enhancing its 

financial status through the management and sale of their 
Q 

substantial land holdings within the town limits. 

6 
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Victoria suddenly became an extension of San Francisco's 

economic hinterland, a redistribution centre for subsidiaries 

of firms based in that city. As such, Victoria's new 

economy was a fragile one, based upon the redistribution 

of manufactured goods and the temporary accommodation 

of transient gold seekers. Despite periodic relapses, 

this boom was sustained until 1864 by a series of further 

gold discoveries throughout the interior. During this 

period, Victoria's population continued to climb, from 

3,500 in 1861 to a peak of about 6,000 in 1863. 

The gold rush boom and subsequent influx of a cosmopolitan 

population via California exposed Victoria to contemporary 

building styles and established a market for a local construction 

industry. The initial glut of canvas shacks and temporary 

structures was rapidly replaced by permanent brick and 

wood frame buildings as the city's newly-acquired commercial 

activities became consolidated. A permanent commercial 

core appeared in the area adjacent to the Hudson's Bay 

Company stockade and enveloped it by 1864. Real estate 

prices within this area bordered by Douglas, Johnson, 

Wharf and Fort streets jumped dramatically between 1858 

and 1863. Initial frame shanties and temporary buildings 

were rapidly replaced by permanent buildings in the core 

area, particularly after the passage of 1862 fire regulations 

prohibiting the construction of frame structures of more 
g 

than one storey and imposing high taxes on existing ones. 

The designated area consisted of the area bounded by Johnson, 



Broad, Fort Streets and the harbour. By 1864, this core 

area had been completely rebuilt. Fifty-six brick structures 

had been erected between 1861 and 1862 alone, according 

to one observer. The most impressive buildings were con­

sidered to be the rows of brick wholesale offices and 

warehouses along Wharf Street, where a number remain, 

concentrated primarily on the 1000 and 1100 blocks. 

In addition to its numerous commercial structures, 

Victoria began acquiring a number of institutional and 

public buildings during this period. Most notable were 

the colonial legislative assembly buildings and municipal 

police barracks, both begun in 1859 (see reports 

10106005200501 and 1010602530028). Churches and affilitated 

educational institutions also made their appearance. 

Noteworthy surviving examples include the afore-mentioned 

St. Ann's schoolhouse, acquired and converted in 1858, 

the original Catholic cathedral, erected in 1858 but later 

incorporated into the 1886 St. Ann's Academy complex (see 

reports 10106014900835 and 101060150000740A, Figure 1), 

and the 1864 Angelay College, a former Anglican girls' 

school erected with funds supplied by English philanthropist 

Angela Burdett Coutts. (10106013900923). 

The intial phase of speculative construction which 

accompanied the early waves of gold seekers to the city 

saw local entrepreneurs erecting large numbers of wooden 

shanties which they rented out at rates ranging from four 

8 



to six dollars per month. By the early 1860s large 

permanent residences began appearing as members of the 

administrative and mercantile classes began commissioning 

houses commensuarate with their new-found wealth and stature. 

A contemporary observer wrote: 

There are many residences in the vicinity that 

would grace a town fifty years old. Some of 

these are of brick and stone, and others of 

wood and cement, with a stone or brick foundation. 

The expense incurred in their erection varies 

from £.400 to £.2,400. 

On the other hand, small working class houses and 

cottages of six rooms, "built of wood and plastered, cost, 

according to style, from £.200 to £.400. Of sandstone and 

of brick, at an increased expense of one-fourth, of brick 

12 alone, one-third more." In fact, the vast majority 

of homes of all sizes appear to have been constructed 

of wood, by far the most readily accessible material during 

the period. An impressive group of dwellings dating from 

the gold rush period survives in Victoria. A number of 

these have been recorded and documented in the CIHB survey, 

notably the James Bissett residence (1010600280000138), 

Richard Carr residence (1010600280000207), Ella residence 

(10106001101156) and Point Ellice House (10106013702616). 

The sudden demand for building materials was initially 

met by extensive imports, both from other parts of the 

9 
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colony and American ports. While a growing proportion 

of the milled lumber market was being filled by mills 

at Alberni and Cowichan, the bulk of these materials was 

intially supplied by American Puget Sound ports and San 

Francisco. It is interesting to note that R.P. Rithet 

and G.H. Sproat, two of Victoria's dominant early entre­

preneurs, operated both the Alberni mill and an importing 

firm, specializing in building products from San Francisco 

13 during the pre-1865 period. Much of the latter consisted 

of red wood which was employed extensively in many of 

the more sophisticated frame buildings being erected during 

this period, notable surviving examples being the Carr, 

Bissett and Ella residences. By 1863, the peak year of 

construction during the gold rush period, Victoria's lumber 

market continued to be dominated by American ports, although 

14 domestic mills were rapidly increasing in production: 

Puget Sound (American): 4,319,000 ft. 

Cowichan and Alberni (Vancouver Island): 2,666,000 ft. 

San Francisco: 744,000 ft. 

Mainland B.C. (Burrard Inlet): 325,000 ft. 

Sooke (Vancouver Island): 100,000 ft. 

Nor were American building supplies confined to lumber 

materials. Surviving commercial blocks on Wharf Street 

retain ornate cast iron store fronts bearing the inscription 

of P. Donahue, San Francisco, 1861. Of particular note 

are numbers 1107 and 1129, both owned by the afore-mentioned 

R.P. Rithet. 
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Skilled designers, contractors and artisans made 

their appearance in Victoria during the late 1850s, many 

as part of the early waves of mines who saw more lucretive 

prospects in the community's building boom. While the 

first Victoria directory published in 1860 bears the names 

of 3 architects, 13 contractors and carpenters, 5 bricklayers 

and masons, and 4 lumber merchants, the volume of construction 

suggests that far larger numbers were involved, perhaps 

on a peripheral basis. The vagueries of the early construction 

industry were demonstrated during the city's first mayoralty 

campaign in 1862, when the successful candidate, a butcher 

named Thomas Harris, drew a round of laughter with his 

remark that "it might be thought presumptuous for him, 

a tradesman, to stand for the office, but that he was 

not ashamed to say that he was both a tradesman and a 

15 farmer, and sometimes, when the chance offered, a contractor..." 

Indeed, the distinction between the various occupations 

were frequently blurred during this period, as evidenced 

by the fact that individuals who listed themselves as 

one form of tradesman in 1860 might reappear as architects 

or contractors in subsequent directories. By 1863 the 

city contained an estimated 1,500 buildings. The directory 

for that year listed over 80 builders, contractors and 

carpenters, although the number of architects had risen 

to just four. 

The dominant architect practicing in Victoria during 

the gold rush period was unquestionably John Wright, a 
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Scottish-born designer who came to Victoria in the late 

1850s after practicing for several years in San Francisco 

(firm: Wright and Sanders). Wright may be credited with 

the introduction of sophisticated Picturesque designs 

which had made their appearance in the California city 

a few years earlier. Among the major surviving examples 

of Wright's work in Victoria are the Carr and Bissett 

residences, Angela College, the Esquimalt lighthouse keeper's 

residence and a Jewish synagogue, 1461 Blanshard Street. 

He returned to San Francisco in 1866, subsequently emerging 

as one of the major earlier architects in that city". 

Recession, 1865-1879 

The succession of mainland gold rushes which established 

and sustained Victoria's position as a shipping entrepot 

during preceeding years came to an abrupt halt in 1865. 

The following decade and a half, saw an initial relapse 

and decline in population, followed by a gradual recovery 

as other industries, notably lumbering, coal mining, ship 

building, sealing and salmon canning replaced gold as 

the principal source of revenue. An obvious repercussion 

of the depression which saw the city's population drop 

from a high of 6,550 to less than half that number by 

1871, was the decline of the local construction industry. 

The 1868 directory listed three architectural firms, but 

the number of contractors had fallen from 80 to 32. A 

partial revival followed between 1868 and 1871, primarily 

due to the reconstruction of several commercial blocks 

on Government Street destroyed by a fire in 1868.17 



13 

While the 1870s witnessed a drastic reduction in 

the volume of construction, it nevertheless saw the pro­

duction of a succession of notable institutional buildings 

in Victoria. The first of these was the Customs House 

erected by the Dominion Government in 1874 from plans 

prepared by Public Works Architect T.S. Scott (10106000801002). 

This mansard-roofed structure set a precedent for a series 

of other Second Empire institutional designs in the city, 

all produced by local architect John Teague. These included 

the city's first substantial multi-roomed school in 1875 

(demolished), the initial section of the Royal Jubilee 

Hospital in 1877 (demolished), the 1878 Masonic Temple 

(10106001300650), and the first section of the Victoria 

City Hall begun in 1878 (1010601340001). Other noteworthy 

buildings dating from this period include the Reformed 

Episcopalean Church of Our Lord, also designed by Teague 

and erected in 1874 (10106020000626) and the original 

section of St. Ann's Academy, begun in 1871 (1010601490000835). 

The commercial core remained basically unaltered in size 

and shape during this period, reflecting the city's generally 

gloomy economic climate. Exceptions consisted of a number 

of infill buildings scattered throughout the area, a notable 

cluster of Italianate examples surviving on the 1000 and 

1100 blocks of Government Street. 

Victoria's population began to slowly increase again 

during the mid-1870s. It reached 4,647 by 1874 and gradually 
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rose to 5,925 by 1880. This growth was attributable in 

a large part to the city's reaffirmation as the dominant 

shipping port and administrative centre for the province. 

This in turn was reflected in a gradual expansion of its 

residential areas. The James Bay district became largely 

filled, while new housing spread north to Chatham Street 

and beyond Cook Street in the east. Scattered development 

also occurred beyond Rock Bay and Victoria West, prompting 

the first extention of civic boundaries in 1873. Numbers 

of stately homes erected for government officials and 

entrepreneurs were contributing to the city's emerging 

reputation as an "old" sedate community of large gardens 

and impressive residences, a characteristic which was 

largely attributable to its low growth rate during the 

18 post-1865 period. A few residential examples survive 

from this period, although none were included in the CIHB 

phase 2 survey. Among these are the A.B. Gray residence, 

327 Belleville (1877) and "Maplebank", the home of Charles 

Thompson on Gorge Road (1880). 

Despite its sluggish growth rate during the pre-1880 

period, Victoria nevertheless remained the only significant 

urban centre within the province. By 1881, on the eve 

of the railroad boom, the city contained 8 architects, 

20 contractors, 114 carpenters, 13 stone masons and 34 

painters and glaziers. No other community had yet established 

a building industry of comparable size and diversity. 
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In fact, only two other architects were listed in the 

rest of the province at this time, both being located 

in New Westminster. Census statistics for the same year 

recorded that Victoria contained a total of 1,862 residences 

(over a third of which were listed as currently vacant) 

19 and 599 factories, warehouses and stores at this time. 

The 1870s saw the emergence of a growing number of 

locally based building supply industries which effectively 

curbed the need to import such materials. Of particular 

note was the large planning mill opened by W.P. Sayward 

in 1878, along with Muirhead and Mann's Sashand door factory 

20 (1870) and the Maurice Humber Brick Works. Of the handful 

of architects active in Victoria during the 1870s, John 

Teague emerged as the most prolific and influential. 

Initially appearing in the 1860 directory as a cabinet 

maker and undertaker, Teague later obtained a monopoly 

on building contracts at the Esquimalt Naval Yards during 

the early 1870s where he designed a succession of brick 

structures including the surviving Storekeeper's residence 

(1880). He began listing himself as an architect in the 

Victoria directories during the mid-1870s, his first major 

commission being the attractive carpenter gothic Church 

21 of Our Lord constructed in 1874. 

Railroad Era and Economic Recovery, 1881-1900 

Victoria's unsuccessful bid to become western terminus 

of the Canadian Pacific Railway was compensated to a degree 

by the construction of extensive dry dock facilities at 
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Esquimalt between 1876 and 1887, and by commencement of 

the Esquimalt and Nanaimo Railway in 1884. The first 

appeared to solidify the city's stature as the principal 

port and outfitting center in the province, while the 

latter offered control of up-island resources including 

the highly-productive Nanaimo coal fields. By 1882 Victoria 

was in the midst of an economic boom generated by these 

developments and anticipation the trade which would follow 

the CPR's completion. Between 1881 and 1884 its population 

increased by 40 per cent and over 250 new buildings were 

erected. By 1891 the city had tripled in size, with real 

estate values climbing from $2,749,075 to $17,700,000 

22 during the ten year period. 

Victoria's economic recovery during the 1880s was 

accompanied by the establishment of a number of important 

new industries. The Albion Iron Works was acquired by 

Nanaimo coal magnate and E. & N. Railway owner Robert 

Dunsmuir and expanded in size to become the largest foundry 

north of San Francisco, while two large flour mills were 

opened to refine grains drawn from the lower Fraser Valley, 

Delta, and Okanagan regions for export trade. The wholesale 

distribution business enjoyed a brisk revival both during 

and after the construction of the CPR, largely because 

competitive mainland communities lacked the commercial 

connections and facilities to meet the sudden market demands, 

Victoria's dominance of the import-export trade continued 


