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• The theme for this year’s Heritage Day is “Standing the Test of Time.” Looking around Georgestown so 

much of the built heritage of this place has indeed stood the test of time.  

• The things that constitute a community’s or a neighbourhood’s heritage can support a community 

today, and going into the future, in terms of enhancing quality of life, supporting and building local 

identity and quite possibly pointing the way forward in terms of social, cultural and economic health. 

Heritage can be used as a resource for community economic, social and cultural development. Heritage 

resources can be used to create opportunity and meaning for people.  

• Zita Cobb of Fogo Island Inn fame, made the comment at a Heritage NL conference last year on 

Adapting Heritage, that, in the face of a current crisis of belonging, meaning and what has value in a 

modern capitalist world, we need to create “intensely local places.” The endless homogenous suburbs, 

box stores, highway strip malls and industrial parks - shaped as they are only by a profit motive - are 

places that have little meaning for people and they speak to nowhere and everywhere. These are places 

that American James Kunstler termed the “geography of nowhere.” In such a world, places that speak to 

a special sense of place shaped by history, culture and geography are increasingly important.  

 
Ashbourne House, Twillingate  

 

• In Twillingate we find this fine example of a late 19th century Queen Anne Revival style merchant 

home. While a lovely old house, just what does Queen Anne Revival mean to residents or tourists? Just 

down the road is the Jenkins House, a modest mid-19th century saltbox style house built by a fishing 

family that, in some ways, is a more compelling place than the Queen Anne Revival building. Why, you 

may ask? For one thing we know that it was inhabited by the Jenkins family for five generations. And the 

person who built it installed a rather ingenious system of pocket windows, comprising single sashes that 

slide up into the wall space when open. And when restoring the building the current owner discovered a 

section of flooring, that had been re-sheeted, which led to a story from the home’s past. And then there 

is the story of the fellow who restored the house - a local contractor with no particular heritage 

preservation background - who took on the project, meticulously restoring the house and learning as he 



went along. Now that merchant’s house may have just as many interesting stories but we don’t know 

them.  

 
Jenkins House, Durrell, Twillingate  

 

• Our heritage is important, particularly when it is multi-layered and incorporates both its tangible and 

intangible aspects. Heritage can anchor residents in a particular place by providing a deeper 

engagement with that place. In an increasingly generic landscape of suburban houses, highway strip 

commercial development and box store complexes, older neighbourhoods are much better able to 

ground people in place and provide a richer sense of belonging.  

 

• Georgestown has particular building patterns, setbacks, laneways and mix of functions that makes it 

unique to the person walking down the street. Add to this the particular histories of buildings and places 

in the landscape, and the unique stories associated with them, and we have a very special sense of an 

“intensely local” place for the people who live here.  



  
 

•Georgestown is distinct. There is no mistaking it for anywhere else. Even within downtown St. John’s it 

is somewhat distinctive for its building types and setbacks. In a world of increasing uniformity 

distinctiveness matters and it draws people, particularly those that form part of the “creative class” that 

Richard Florida speaks about in his writing on what makes places successful. Intensely local places will 

stand out and provide a competitive advantage for both the neighbourhood and the city. Building on 

and capitalizing from this sense of the “intensely local” is what we can and should be doing in this 

province and in this city, rather than trying to be like the mainstream on the mainland. Is the city 

enhanced by our present urban sprawl of suburban housing tracts, box stores and new high-rise office 

buildings?   

  

  
 

• Georgestown has a very special sense of place characterized by its buildings which include a largely 

residential neighbourhood. It also includes one of the most important ecclesiastical precincts in the 

country - comprising the Basilica, school, convents, monastery and other structures. And it has a unique 

history when one considers the stories and individuals associated with the place.  



  
 

• Wallace Furlong’s book, Georgestown: An Historic Corner of Old St. John’s, explores this unique history. 

While Georgestown is today a largely residential neighbourhood with a small number of businesses 

sprinkled amongst the houses, for most of its history it was a place of considerable diversity and 

commerce. While the old downtown rising up from the harbour gets much of the attention, 

neighbourhoods situated immediately outside of the downtown are fascinating places. Georgestown 

was a place where people worked and lived in close proximity. Houses, factories, shops and retail 

operations were all mixed together. It was a dynamic place with lots of people on the streets and the 

movement of goods in and out of the neighbourhood.   

• Some interesting facts in Furlong’s book about Georgestown:  

- The first Ford dealership in the city dating from 1911 was established by Fred Dodd on 

Catherine Street in what had been a stable and feed storage shed. The airplane engine for the 

famous Alcock & Brown trans-Atlantic flight was shipped to this garage.  

- Hayward Avenue and Barnes Road were the main commercial streets and there were 

numerous shops and businesses in the neighbourhood including groceries, shoe repair shops, 

blacksmiths, forges, butchers, harness shops and cabinet makers.  

-There were several small manufacturing concerns that included: an oil clothing factory, door 

and window factory, candle and soap factory, lime kilns and Newfoundland Brewery (1894). 

-And other services such as Donnelly’s Dance School (1883) and the Avalon Athletics Club on 

Fleming Street that offered the first wrestling matches in the city.  

-Farming took place in the neighbourhood. The Mitchells raised livestock and vegetables. They 

had gardens and greenhouses and sold flowers to residents of the city. During the Great 

Depression the Land Development Association established gardens there to help struggling 

families. The plots were worked by the families and there was a co-op store.  

-There were numerous home-based businesses that served the area. If you needed some 

garment repairs you just went up the street to Mary’s who could do the work for you.  



-Some noteworthy individuals and stories are associated with the neighbourhood. Famous 

master shipbuilder Michael Kearney lived here. Resident Mary Southcott was the nursing 

superintendent for the General Hospital. Ron Bulger set up a boxing ring at his blacksmith shop 

during the Depression to give young lads something to do and to keep them out of trouble.  

-As well there were some interesting old laneways (such as Wheelbarrow Lane) and spaces 

within city blocks where activities happened.   

• There are many more stories and interesting people from the neighbourhood, both historical and 

contemporary, that could be captured and would add to the richness of Georgestown.  

• There are still a few businesses tucked into the neighbourhood. Are there opportunities for 

encouraging more businesses that are sympathetic to a residential area and would create opportunities 

for residents to find services within walking distance while creating greater vitality on the street?  

 

•There are number of footpaths that criss-cross through the community. How do residents use them 

today? There is something about them that invites a visitor to explore places off the street? How could 

these be enhanced to encourage greater exploration and access? Is there potential for a bit of 

beautification or signage?  

  
 



• What about the open space in the middle of the block that appears to belong to the commons? What 

happens here? What could happen here?  

 

•There are some laneways that, again, have a different experience from the street. Are there 

opportunities for using these spaces differently? For enhancing the experience of the pedestrian? For 

back lot development?  

  
 

• Heritage NL has a couple of tools that communities or neighbourhoods can use to learn more about 

themselves. These are essentially self-discovery tools that allow residents to identify what is of value, 

what they might like to preserve or what they might like to develop or change. “People, Places & 

Culture” workshops help residents capture the things from their past and present that provide meaning. 

We bring in a team and hold a series of workshops in a community. Residents share what is significant to 

them: places of significance in the landscape such as heritage buildings, features and streetscapes; 

stories; building forms and patterns of settlement; cultural traditions and knowledge; individuals of 

historical and cultural importance. These get plotted on a map to show clusters of elements, historical 

themes and linkages that can start to inform future actions. These actions might include:  

-designation and planning measures to protect or safeguard that which is important;  

-opportunities for developing heritage resources and sharing them with the public such as 

interpretation, displays, online materials such as a walking tour app, publications, talks; 

-business opportunities, social enterprises, shared production opportunities that might emerge 

from our heritage and cultural traditions;    

-the enhancement of public amenities that make a community a better place to live.  



 

• Another tool that a community or neighbourhood can utilize is a “Community Walkabout” - a day 

where residents, possibly together with a few objective outsiders (e.g., a geography class from MUN) 

take a second look at their community. They note things that characterize the community, such as 

building types, their placement on the landscape, how people use and move through the community, as 

well as the things that they like and what they don’t like. It is intended to get people to take a “second 

look” and see past those things that they tend to take for granted. Typically the morning consists of 

walking in groups around the community and answering a few questions. Then, after a community 

lunch, everyone comes together to share and discuss their findings, again using a map of the community 

to note things. Ideally, this process can lead to the formulation of plans for protecting what is good and 

making improvements.   

• What makes Georgestown, and its heritage and history, important to you?   

1. What are the places in Georgestown that are special to you in terms of somewhere you like to hang 

out or something that makes you feel good about your neighbourhood (buildings, open spaces, streets)?  

2. Are there characteristics or elements of Georgestown that you think are unique in the city?  

3. What do you see as some of the most important heritage landmarks in Georgestown and why? Both 

the obvious ones and the not so obvious ones.  

4. What stories about Georgestown’s distant or recent past reveal something about the place?  

5. Are there any aspects of Georgestown’s heritage that you think could provide some inspiration or 

opportunities in terms of the neighbourhood’s future? 


