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205 Water St., St John’s, NL - A Place of More Than Municipal Heritage Significance? 
(Former Canadian Bank of Commerce, built c. 1919-1921, HSBC c. 2022)  
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This research paper came about as an offshoot to research the author has completed on John A. 
Pearson, Architect, and the work he did in St. John’s, NL, with Greene and Pearson, Architects 
(G&P) after the Great Fire of 1892, and relates to other research exploring Pearson’s role in 
Darling and Pearson, Architects, (D&P), the leading Canadian architecture firm of the late 19th 
century and early 20th century. Being from St. John’s originally (now in Ottawa),  the author 
remembers this bank building standing out as different from the other buildings on Water Street 
even before entering a career in architecture. Having completed research and an inventory of the 
G&P buildings built between 1892 and 1895, he had wondered if Pearson had done any other work 
in St. John’s. Knowing from other research that one of the D&P long-time clients was the Canadian 
Bank of Commerce (CBoC), he remembered 205 Water St., and its striking resemblance to  some 
of the D&P designed CBoC banks and if Pearson had designed this one. Finding that the building 
was a municipally designated heritage building, the Statement of Significance document was 
consulted to verify if this was the case, only to find the architect was not listed, and that the 
document had vagueness and contradictions. This lack of documentation was odd for such a 
prominent public building. Using publicly accessible online digital archive collections made 
available since the original designation, more information was found out about the building, its 
uniqueness and significance, and that John A. Pearson, Architect was indeed the designer. Beyond 
confirming that Pearson was the designer, the research made connections to the G&P partnership, 
to greater aspects of Canadian banking and Confederation, and to Pearson’s design of the Centre 
Block Peace Tower in Ottawa, revealing that this building has more than local significance, which 
may merit consideration of significance at a Provincial and National level.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Canadian Bank of Commerce now a HSBC bank branch, St. John's, NL, Summer 2022 (Source: Author's photo.) 
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Introduction 
 
The municipal heritage building at 205 Water St., St. John’s, NL, is a former Canadian Bank of 
Commerce (CBoC) building (owned by HSBC c. 2022), designated in 1989 primarily for its local 
architectural uniqueness. The heritage designation description provides some detail as 
substantiation, but there are inconsistencies and gaps, such as the exact year of construction, 
material of the façade, and who the builder and architect were. Researching archival material that 
has been digitized and made available online since the designation provides new information to 
clarify the gaps, inconsistencies, and new revelations. This new information supports and further 
expands on the local uniqueness of the building, but also makes connections to events, entities, 
and persons of provincial and national heritage significance. This paper brings to light forgotten 
details and analysis to explain why 205 Water Street is a place of more than municipal heritage 
significance.  
 
The 1989 Heritage Designation Record 
 
The listing for 205 Water Street on Canada’s Historic Places Register website provides information 
from the 1989 municipal heritage designation. A construction date of 01 January 1913 is given 
(likely a placeholder date for the database record), and under the Description of Heritage Place 
describes the building as “…a Classical Revival style building … a striking gray, concrete parged 
building with immense proportions that stands out from neighboring buildings” and that it was 
designated “for its aesthetic and historic values.”  
 
Heritage Value 
 
The Heritage Value section provides more detail:  
 

“…205 Water Street is a very fine example of the Classical Revival style. Faced in concrete 
this building utilizes symmetry through the use of three storey fluted, monumental pilasters. 
A large pediment graces the front of the building and large dentils can be found at the 
eaves. Arched windows with keystone decorations grace the second storey windows. A 
decorative wreath can be seen in the pediment high on the top floor. The main floor arched 
windows have heavy concrete mullions separating each windowpane and the overall 
impression of this building is of monumentality, strength and stability. The main entrance 
further expresses this through its heavy entablature with dentils and pilasters and the 
deeply recessed door. A second entrance located at the front façade gives access to the 
second floor offices. 

 
205 Water Street is historically valuable due to its age, variety of uses and rarity in design. 
Earliest records in the City of St. John's Directory show the building as a concrete 
warehouse owned by the Baine Johnston Company General Merchandise. Between this 
time and 1925 the building was converted as a bank by the Canadian Bank of Commerce. 
The city tax atlas description of the bank in 1946 shows brick terra cotta and concrete 
construction, giving it its present appearance. It has remained a bank since that time but 
has changed ownership and entities. 
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205 Water Street is also historically valuable for its rarity in design. This building was 
constructed after the 1892 Great Fire of St. John's destroyed much of the city, including 
this street and all buildings on it. As the city rebuilt, strict rules were enforced that made 
buildings "fireproof" by making them from inflammable materials such as stone and 
concrete. 205 Water Street began as a concrete warehouse, but as its use increased in 
importance as a bank, its appearance changed to include the monumental features visible 
today. The building stands out amongst its neighbors as unique and one of a kind.”  
 

Character-Defining Elements 
 
The “Character-Defining Elements” section of the record provides a list of elements drawing from 
the above descriptions, with some variations including “concrete and stone sheathing. This is read 
to refer to the façade materials.  Under the headings for “Builder” and “Architect /Designer” no 
names were provided. i  
 
Looking at the designation record some inconsistencies stand out: a precise year / date of 
construction of 1913/01/01 is given, understood to be for the construction of the concrete 
warehouse, but there is no reference provided for this date.  While that date is precise, the date of 
when the warehouse was adapted to a bank is imprecise, being before 1925. The description of 
façade materials varies throughout the listing: “concrete parged building”; “faced in concrete”; 
“windows have heavy concrete mullions”; and “brick terra cotta and concrete construction”. 
Based on the information provided it is difficult to say with certainty if the façade is concrete, 
brick, brick terracotta, stone, a mix of these materials or some other material. That no builder or 
architect are given is perplexing given the prominence of the building, one would expect that such 
would be readily published. However, the vagueness on the dates of construction and renovation, 
what the façade was made of, and who the builder and architect were can be clarified by research 
into period fire insurance plans, newspapers and photographs in digitized public archives made 
more accessible through the World Wide Web (the Internet), since the designation. 
 
A 1911 Fire Insurance Plan – concrete evidence of the previous structure and construction 
 
A 1911 fire insurance plan book of St. John’s, “Insurance plan of the city of St. John's, 
Newfoundland, September 1893, revised July 1911”, by Chas. E. Goad, Civil engineer gives 
information that pushes the date of the concrete warehouse from 1913 to possibly1902, but no 
earlier than 1894.ii The plan book has two Sheets 8. One is dated, “Sep. 1893”, which shows no 
buildings where the warehouse/bank would be built, nor other buildings in that block of buildings 
such as the Ayre’s/Knowling merchant premises that would be rebuilt by Greene and Pearson, 
Architects (G&P). On the second Sheet 8, dated “Aug 1902, Reprint” the concrete warehouse is 
shown, with its front built in line with the other buildings fronting on Water Street, including the 
Ayre’s/Knowling merchant premises to the west. The building is annotated along the street 
frontage with “Conc. roof (level with the street)”, which is interpreted to mean the warehouse was 
only one storey starting on the lower harbor front grade, with no visible façade on Water Street, 
and built of concrete.  At first reading this can be taken to mean the building was present and built 
before or in 1902, so it would be included on the 1902 revised sheet. However, the building may 
have been a late revision to the 1902 revised sheet for the 1911 publication without adding an 
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updated revision date, which sometimes happened. Taking the Sheet 8 dated 1902 as unchanged 
in 1911, it would be fair to say that the warehouse dates to at least 1902, but no earlier than 1894 
when many of the other buildings adjoining it had been built.  No architect or builder are provided, 
but as a warehouse it may have been built by Baine Johnston’s own forces. Further research may 
find more precision on the date of construction, and who was the builder and designer but that is 
not needed for this paper. The review of the fire insurance plan shows the concrete warehouse was 
built earlier than 1913, a narrowing down of when this was done, and supports its uniqueness and 
historical significance as rare, being a singular and early concrete building amongst predominantly 
brick and stone masonry buildings of the city. This concrete structure was likely incorporated into 
the bank building as its foundation, which could be confirmed by onsite investigations.  
 

 
Figure 2: Extract from the 1902 revised Sheet 8, of the 1911 Goad fire insurance plan showing the concrete warehouse that would 
be transformed into the Canadian Bank of Commerce. Concrete building construction indicated by the blue colouring, unique 
compared to the brick masonry buildings indicated by the pink colouring. The 1911 publication date indicates the warehouse was 
already in existence by 1902, predating the 1913 date in the designation statement. This area was once the main banking core of 
Water Street - Bank of Nova Scotia, Royal Bank (in the former Goodfellow & Co. block of buildings by Greene & Pearson, 
Architects), and Bank of Montreal at the intersection Water Street-McBride's Hill/Cove, so a logical choice to locate the 
Newfoundland main branch office. (Source: Library and Archives Canada, “Insurance plan of the city of St. John's, Newfoundland, 
September 1893, revised July 1911”, Sheet 8, St. John’s, Aug. 1902, Reprint. Library and Archives Canada, Reference No.: R6990-
966-6-E, Box number: 2000206360, 2000712164—2000712167, Item ID No.: 3933467, Web address https://recherche-collection-
search.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/Home/Record?app=fonandcol&IdNumber=3933467&q=fire%20insurance&ecopy=e010781733-v8,  
accessed 17 March 2024. )  
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Two 1921 newspaper articles – revelations on time, design, materials, and the builder 
 
There are two 1921 newspaper articles that provide information about the construction of the 
building confirming time of construction, design and building materials, and who the builder was 
but not the architect. The first was in the 25 February 1921 edition of The Evening Telegram, in 
an article titled “New Bank of Commerce: A Credit to the City – Open for Business February 28”. 
The article provided that: it had a terracotta front with the rear side walls in brick covered with 
concrete; the main entrance had a revolving door, only one other example in the cityiii; modern 
heating system; a book vault served by a hydraulic lift, the only one in the City; floors covered in 
cork linoleum; apartments for staff including out-of-town staff; a large recreation room;  
innovative water pressure safety valve; woodwork and furniture from Canada; other descriptions 
of high quality finishes and furnishings “making it undoubtably one of best fitted banks in the city.” 
The article gives the time of construction and who the builder was: “…building was started by the 
Dickie Construction Company under the direction of Mr. Greig in December 1919, but the work 
was interrupted by the hard winter which was experienced here last year. In the spring, however, 
the work was continued and the present magnificent building is the result.”iv  
 
The second article was in the 26 February 1921 edition of The Daily Star, titled “New Bank of 
Commerce Building is Finished: New Building Will be Open for Business Next Week – Is a Modern 
Structure.” This article corroborates the information provided in the Telegram while providing 
other details, although with some contradictions. Of note are the following:  “…of the standard, 
two storey concrete type generally adopted throughout Canada…”;  sliding main doors along with 
the revolving doors; marble flooring at the main floor; modern designed vaults; rest room for ladies 
of the staff furnished in British Columbia fir, also used in the staff bedrooms; a dome over the 
quarters with heating; vacuum cleaning system; “…every possible precaution being taken against 
fire..”; heating of the forced circulation system, first of its kind used in St. John’s, installed by Mr. 
A. Pittman...” The closing paragraph stated: “…The new bank is an ornament to the city and its 
erection is but another proof of the progress of the Bank of Commerce…”v 
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Figure 3: View looking east along Water Street, late 1940s. The CBoC over 20 years after construction still stands out in the 
streetscape at the middle-right. Note Ayre/Knowling block of buildings at near right, the corniced City Club Building at centre-
right right, by Greene and Pearson, Architects, Royal Bank at middle-left built by Dickie Construction Co., with a limestone façade 
that has darkened with atmospheric soiling, and part of the Bank of Montreal (Gazette Building), at near left, by William, H. 
Greene, Architect. (“Water Street East, Ayre & Sons, St. John's, ca. 1948”, Historic Photographs Collection of the Department of 
Geography, Collection 137, Photo 1.02.004), Queen Elizabeth II Library, Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John's, NL. 
Sourced from: Heritage Newfoundland and Labrador web article: “Trade and Commerce in Newfoundland”, web address: 
https://www.heritage.nf.ca/articles/economy/trade.php, accessed 17 March 2024)  

 

 
Figure 4: Photo capturing the corner of the CBoC showing the keying in of the terracotta front with the side wall clad in brick. 
(Source: The Rooms Archive, “Milley’s: Water Street south, east of Ayre’s”, Charles C. Cousens collection, Charles C. Cousens 
photograph album, Series VA 130-17.2, Jan. 1973). 
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As can be seen by these two articles the bank had set a new standard of quality for architecture in 
St. John’s and introduced unique new materials and technologies. Focussing on the façade, the 
Telegram article specifically described a “terracotta front”, which diverges from the designation 
descriptions of “concrete parged building”, “Faced in concrete”, and has some resonance with 
the description “brick terra cotta and concrete construction, giving it its present appearance”. 
The Daily Star used a descriptor of “a two-storey concrete type” which may include describing the 
façade or referred strictly to the supporting structure. The journalist may have used concrete to 
describe cast stone, a manufactured “masonry” product that was often fabricated using proprietary 
cementitious mixes that some would describe as concrete. Given the generality of the statement 
this is discounted as being an inaccurate description of the façade material. With the more specific 
description of a “terracotta front” in the Telegram article, further supported by the description in 
the 1946 city tax atlas description of a “terracotta front”, the façade is seen to be made of terra 
cotta. The articles do not shed any light on if the concrete warehouse was incorporated into the 
overall construction or not.  
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Figure 5: Extract from c. 1919 National Terra Cotta Society, "Architectural Terra Cotta: Brochure Series, Volume Four: The Bank, 
showing a similar style Bank of Toronto building in Montreal, by Hogel and Davis, Architects, in “white matt glaze terra cotta”, 
with the other illustrated bank done in “light cream glaze terracotta”. While there would be reliance on some standard designs, 
architects could and would customize designs and details.  (Source: Internet Archive, webpage: https://archive.org/details/terra-
cotta-banks-1920s-40/page/30/mode/1up; accessed 23 March 2024.) 
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Glazed Architectural Terra Cotta  
 
“Terracotta” or “terra cotta” is Latin for “baked earth”, and in this architectural period was used 
as a term referring to glazed or unglazed architectural terracotta facades, with glazed being the 
more popular, commonly referred to today as “glazed architectural terra cotta”. Terra cotta is a 
manufactured product that resembles architectural cut, moulded and carved stone units. Production 
involves forming clay units in prepared moulds or modelling by hand, firing, and glazing. Glazing 
giving colour and additional surface finish, generally in light colours – white, cream, and buff, but 
other colours could be used though mostly for accents. It saw widespread use on institutional and 
commercial buildings including banks from about the 1880s to the 1930s throughout North 
America and worldwide. It was popular in central Canadian cities. For example, Darling and 
Pearson, Architects (D&P), leading bank architects of the time designed the c. 1911 The Standard 
Bank of Toronto, Toronto, with upper storeys clad in greyish-white terra cotta and panel details in 
green coloured terra cotta, purportedly the first coloured terra cotta work seen in Canada, and used 
a spotted buff matt terra cotta with bronze green terra cotta for the top floors, of their c. 1914 
Dominion Bank Building, Toronto.vi Their c. 1913 Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) building in 
Toronto, the tallest office building in the British Empire at the time, was clad in cream coloured 
satin finish “Norweta” enamel terra cotta.vii  
 
The light colouration and glazed surface were seen and marketed as modern and easy to maintain 
compared to stone and brick faced buildings that became soiled with atmospheric pollution and 
not easy to clean. Being made of fired clay it had the benefit of being a fireproof cladding material, 
which was part of its marketing and attraction for use. Many companies manufactured glazed 
architectural terra cotta, producing complete off-the-shelf facades and custom production runs to 
an architect’s personal designs, and was common to see in cities. It fell out of favour after the 
1930s with the rise of the Modern Movement, changes in building materials and limitations of the 
product.  Overtime, it can develop cracking and failure of the units, requiring repairs, recoating 
and in extreme cases replacement of the façade with another material. For example, the D&P 
designed CPR building had its terra cotta removed around 1929 and replaced with Indiana 
limestone.viii Today there are only a few manufacturers, producing mainly for the restoration 
market, although it is seeing a revival as sustainable cladding material in new forms. 
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Figure 6: Extract from C. 1920 National Terra Cotta Society brochure "Better Banks Terra Cotta: Brochure Series, Volume Four”, 
page 24 illustrating the c. 1914 Dominion Bank Building, Toronto, by Darling & Pearson, Architects, in spotted buff matt Terra 
Cotta, with bronze-green for the top stories, an early 12-storey Toronto skyscraper.  (Source: Internet Archive, webpage: 
https://archive.org/details/better-banks-1921-a/page/24/mode/1up? q=canada; accessed 23 March 2024.) 
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Given the description from the period newspaper articles and the context, it is believed that the 
façade is glazed architectural terra cotta, that has been coated over with a cementitious coating 
giving its current medium-grey appearance, a change from the original light colouration. This is 
supported by period photos where the building appears light, compared to surrounding buildings. 
In reviewing contemporary photos (see figure), one can make out individual stone ashlar units that 
correspond to designs and details seen in period terra cotta manufacturers’ brochures.  With its 
light-coloured appearance, the Classical Revival architecture design stood out even more 
prominently amongst the brick and stone facades, marking a new period of banking and modernity 
of architectural style in St. John’s.  
 
Heritage buildings with glazed architectural terra cotta are becoming rarer, as they age and are torn 
down or reclad with other materials. This is a unique remaining example in St. John’s supporting 
further the buildings rareness as stated in the designation. The author knows of only one other 
building in St. John’s faced in glazed architectural terra cotta. That being the former Bank of Nova 
Scotia located at 291 Water Street, sitting on the eastern corner of the historic O’Dwyer Block, 
295-301 Water Street, a National Historic site.  The building was designed by D&P and built c. 
1916 with a glazed architectural terra cotta façade on a grey granite plinth. In period photographs, 
it also stood out as a light-coloured building in the streetscape. The appearance looks to have 
changed around the 1950s when it was remodelled and reclad in grey granite, to modernize the 
building. This bank had a revolving door entrance, and as it predates the CBoC building it would 
be the first example of a revolving door mentioned in the newspaper articles.ix  
 
As a glazed architectural terra cotta façade, 205 Water Street is unique in St. John’s, and for the 
CBoC, may be one of the few built with glazed architectural terra cotta still in existence for their 
bank branches, given that most of their banks were built in brick and/or stone masonry, and some 
in wood.  Adding to its uniqueness was the first use of a hydraulic lift, innovative heating systems, 
and the second use of a revolving entrance door.  
 

 
Figure 7:  Bank of Nova Scotia, St. John’s, 1940s, a different style for a different bank client, but equally prominent like the CBoC. 
It had a revolving door entry. The corner entry was removed when the building exterior and in interior were modernized in the 
1950s. (The Rooms Archive, “Bank of Nova Scotia, St. John’s”, Newfoundland Tourist Development Board photograph collection, 
Newfoundland views, Sub-series, Item VA 15a-50.5 [194-].  
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Figure 8: Water Street, St. John’s, 1930s, the Bank of Nova Scotia stands out in the streetscape, making it a landmark with its 
corner location and view along the street. Note at left the Bowring Premises worked on by Greene and Pearson, Architects after 
the Great Fire of 1892. (The Rooms Archive, “Water Street, St. John’s”, Newfoundland Tourist Development Board photograph 
collection, Newfoundland views, Series, Item A 3-39; C2-30 [ca. 1930]. 

Contractor: Dickie Construction Company Ltd 
 
Beyond the information on the materials, the articles confirm who the builder was, Dickie 
Construction Co. of Toronto. Dickie Construction Co. was a prolific Toronto-based construction 
firm that was involved in the construction of many important buildings, including bank branches 
for Canadian banks, and even homes for wealthy industrial clients. An example of the latter was 
the grand Parkwood Estate, in Toronto, built 1916-1917, for Colonel Robert Samuel McLaughlin, 
President of General Motors of Canada, designed by D&P, reputed to be “Canada’s most 
prominent architectural firm of the period.”x    Dickie Construction was also the general contractor 
for the Royal Bank of Canada building on Water Street around 1920, which is also a municipal 
designated heritage building.xi   
 
The award of the building contract to a non-Newfoundland firm would have been a contentious 
issue with the local builders dating back to at least the 1892 Great Fire rebuilding, when many 
building contracts were let to non-Newfoundland contractors. However, this needs to be 
understood in the greater context that this happened elsewhere in Canada’s smaller urban centres. 
Banks engaged established general contractors to oversee construction of bank branches that were 
not based in the same community as the technical, security and high quality of construction 
necessitated this. The CBoC even resorted to using prefabricated wood bank building kits designed 
by D&P, for  their western expansion, recognizing the lack of skilled local labour in communities 
to build their banks as they rapidly expanded westward. Once they were certain of being in a 
community long-term, they would construct more substantial buildings using their in-house 
construction department or with established contractors like Dickie Construction Co. that they had 
an ongoing relationship with.  
 
Dickie Construction Co. is an important company in the construction history of Canada. Over time 
they erected important buildings in many communities in Canada, including for the CBoC. Some 
of those buildings have survived to this time becoming local, provincial, and national historic sites. 
Their involvement contributes to the historic significance of 205 Water Street.  
 



205 Water Street, St. John’s, NL – A Place of More Than Municipal Significance? 
Version R0, 20 April 2024 

© 2024 James J. Maddigan, MScA CEB, CAHP, APT-RP, ICOMOS, Email: jajoma001@gmail.com 
 
 

13 

The articles revealed more on the dates and type of construction, and the builder, but not the 
architect. This is revealed in a 1946 document.  
    
A 1946 Letter to the Atlantic Guardian – Architect Revealed and Other Insights  
 
Neither newspaper article provided who the architect was, which is odd for such a prominent 
building being erected. There have been different people attributed as the architect, the primary 
and logical one being Victor Daniel Horsburgh, Architect (1866-1947), who was the staff architect 
for CBoC from about 1908 to 1931. The building is attributed to him for the year 1919 in his online 
biography, but no published source is cited to support this attribution, unlike for most of the other 
CBoC bank branches listed to his credit.xii  Although he was the staff architect, it was not unusual 
for the CBoC to engage outside architects for some of their more prestigious buildings, with 
Horsburgh providing administrative support, but he would not be attributed as the design architect.  
For example, there is the CBoC bank branch built on Sparks Street in Ottawa, in 1921-23, designed 
by D&P, continuing a relationship started before Horsburgh’s tenure as the in-house architect.xiii  
 
Perhaps not surprisingly, it turns out that D&P were the architecture firm engaged to design 205 
Water Street with John A. Pearson, Architect, as the design architect for the building. This was 
revealed in a letter by Walter Marshall printed in the June 1946 edition of the Atlantic Guardian.xiv  
Walter was Pearson’s nephew by marriage to Agnes Marshall, his aunt, and the daughter of local 
merchant Alexander Marshall. Alexander Marshall had been one of Greene & Pearson, Architects’ 
(G&P), clients in the 1892 Great Fire rebuilding for his mercantile premises known as the Marshall 
Building. In 1946, Walter wrote a letter to the Atlantic Guardian to explain why there was a blank 
shield amongst the provincial coat of arms on the entry archway to the Peace Tower in Ottawa, 
and on the altar that held the Book of Remembrance in the Memorial Chamber. He recounted a 
visit to St. John’s by his uncle in or about 1919, recalling him talking about the Centre Block 
rebuilding project.  Pearson provided a “word picture” of his design intents for the Peace Tower, 
particularly the Chamber of Remembrance, mentioning that on the Sarcophagus which contains 
the Book of Names was “the blank Shield which might have carried the Arms of Newfoundland”, 
and mention of a memorial to the animals that served man in the war of 1914-18. Most importantly 
for this paper, Walter provided that “…In later years, as architect for the banks concerned, he was 
responsible for the buildings on Water Street which house the St. John’s branches of the Bank of 
Nova Scotia and the Canadian Bank of Commerce…” This recollection by Walter documents that 
Pearson was the design architect for 205 Water Street, and for the Bank of Nova Scotia.  
 
John A. Pearson, Architect (1867-1940) 
 
John A. Pearson, Architect (1867-1940), was a partner in Darling and Pearson, Architects (D&P), 
and iterations of this firm as partners changed, from about 1891 to 1940. D&P was one the most 
prominent and prolific Canadian architectural firms of that time, with many institutional, 
commercial, educational, and prominent citizens as clients, with Pearson involved in many of those 
projects. Pearson had also been a partner in Greene and Pearson, Architects (G&P), who practiced 
in St. John’s from 1892 to 1895, with around 20 buildings worked on after the Great Fire of 1892.xv 
Included in this body of work are the City Club Building, Ayre and Knowling buildings in the 
same block as the CBoC, and the rebuilding of the Commercial Bank of Newfoundland. The latter 
was central to the Newfoundland Bank Crash of 1894, that saw the influx of Canadian Banks. 
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Pearson is most famously known as being the lead architect for the rebuilding of the Centre Block 
and the Peace Tower, Ottawa, after the 1916 fire, and received the first Honorary Degree of Doctor 
of Architecture given in Canada, from the University of Toronto in 1932. He was involved with 
building many CBoC branches across Canada, mostly masonry structures, glazed architectural 
terra cotta, and using innovative Canadian prefabricated wood bank kits for CBoC, supporting the 
CBoC’s rapid westward expansion in Canada in the early 20th century. Two other significant 
projects he was involved on were the Sun Life Assurance Building, Montreal (initial construction, 
c. 1914-18, expansion c. 1927-31), and the CBoC headquarters building, Toronto (c. 1930). The 
last two on completion were by some accounts the largest and tallest buildings in the British 
Commonwealth respectively for some decades. As such he is a historic person in Canada, for his 
contribution to Newfoundland and Labrador, Canadian and British Commonwealth architecture. 
 
There is still a question on why D&P’s connection to the CBoC was not publicised, particularly 
given Pearson’s previous and ongoing connections with St. John’s. D&P projects were often the 
subject of newspaper articles and used as references in manufacturers advertisements. Was the 
project not significant enough, or being in St. John’s, NL, another dominion and not part of 
Canada, it was overlooked by the Canadian media?  This may be so but does not explain why this 
was not picked up by the local media. G&P Architects were not averse to announcing their projects 
in the local papers, ensuring the firm’s involvement being mentioned, along with each partner 
being singled out for mention at times, all with favourable reviews. Having a previous positive 
architectural connection to the city, the local press should have noted his involvement on the CBoC 
building, unless that was not released for some reason. Interestingly there does not appear to be 
any mention in the local or Canadian media for the other D&P project in St. John’s, the Bank of 
Nova Scotia.  The answer to the lack of publicity traces back to the G&P partnership. 
 
When Greene and Pearson formed their partnership in 1892, Greene drafted the articles of 
partnership with him as the senior partner with more rights and privileges than Pearson. Article 9 
of the partnership agreement stated:  
 

“… upon the dissolution of the said partnership … Pearson shall not at any time during 
his life practice as an architect within a distance of ten miles from St. John’s and if he shall 
so practice shal (sic) pay to the said William H. Greene, his executors or administrators 
the sum of $500 ...”xvi   

 
The partnership started with optimistic intentions, ending inimically, as Greene sued Pearson in 
1899 for a settlement of business accounts.xvii With the falling out between Greene and Pearson it 
was unlikely that Pearson would want to be involved with him again when further projects came 
about in St. John’s and would not want to pay him any fees that would take away from project 
profitably. It would make sense that Pearson would downplay and not publicize D&P’s 
involvement on these projects to avoid enforcement of Article 9 from the partnership agreement. 
From a business point of view, having profits from a couple more projects for return customers 
would be more important than any prestige and future clients that would come from publication of 
their association with these projects.  A decision made easier as D&P did not lack for recognition 
at this point in the firm’s existence, but this created the mystery and speculation on who the 
architect was.  This would best explain why the D&P and Pearson’s direct connection to their St. 
John’s projects was not made publicly known.  
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More Than Municipal Heritage Significance 
 
From the information provided, there is more to this bank that makes it unique and historically 
significant taking it beyond a municipal level of heritage significance, to having provincial and 
national heritage significance. Starting first with the materials and technology, it appears to be one 
of only two buildings in St. John’s that had a façade made of glazed architectural terra cotta and is 
the only one left. Glazed architectural terra cotta facades were an advanced technology in a 
significant period of transition in architectural history as building construction moved from mass 
masonry for the structure of buildings to the use of steel structure, leading to skyscrapers and a 
new age of modernity utilized by architects for prestigious buildings of their commercial clients. 
With age and changing tastes, what was once commonly seen in North America and elsewhere in 
the world is becoming rarer as buildings are torn down or reclad with a different cladding system 
and aesthetic. D&P looks to have been a Canadian leader in using and innovating with glazed 
architectural terra cotta façades for several of their clients including the CBoC. Fewer of those 
exist, making this a rare example adding to its historic value as part of D&P’s oeuvre, CBoC’s and 
Canadian architectural history.  
 
The construction of the bank brought in new technologies to St. John’s and Newfoundland such 
as the first installation of a hydraulic lift in St. John’s, central vacuum cleaning system, innovative 
plumbing, and heating technology. The revolving entrance door was the second example of this 
technology in St. John’s, the first being used in the Bank of Nova Scotia, also designed by Pearson. 
The introduction of technologies new to St. John’s is significant. For continued research into 
Pearson as an architect, it helps to understand his frequent use of innovative technologies in his 
projects, and  to track his evolution over time to differentiate him from other architects of the time 
and partners he worked with. Signs of his tendency to use innovation technologies in his work is 
seen in some of the projects he worked on in St. John’s for the rebuilding after the 1892 Great Fire, 
which continued throughout his career and projects. Pearson’s contemporaneous Centre Block 
rebuilding project used innovative technologies including revolving doors, advanced heating 
systems and a central vacuum system, which likely inspired their use in 205 Water Street.xviii.)   
 
The employment of the Toronto based Dickie Construction Co. adds to the significance of the 
bank. As a leading construction firm of their time, they are connected to many important architects, 
clients, and buildings, including multiple D&P projects. Their employment in St. John’s to the 
detriment of local general contractors, connects to a longstanding sore point dating back to at least 
the rebuilding of St. John’s after the 1892 Great Fire, when many of the significant building 
projects were taken on by non-Newfoundland contractors, some of those were G&P projects. 
However, it adds to the understanding that this was not experienced solely in Newfoundland but 
was experienced by other communities across Canada. CBoC and other banks relied on 
experienced construction firms and/or inhouse construction resources to do their projects owing to 
the complexities, quality of construction and security challenges that had to be addressed, that local 
contractors would not have. Continued and overlapping involvement of clients, architects, builders 
on multiple projects infers underlying and ongoing business and social interconnections 
contributing to the development and strengthening of the Canadian Confederation and uniting of 
British North America.  
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The significance is illustrated with the CBoC’s entry into the Newfoundland market, completing 
CBoC’s expansion across British North America, their connections with the builder, with D&P 
and the development of a pan-Canadian/British North America Classical Revival bank style – all 
national significance.  Their entry into Newfoundland and Labrador was part of the increased 
presence and influence of the Canadian Banks, which can be seen as a contributing factor for 
developing closer ties to Canada ultimately leading to Newfoundland joining Confederation. 
CBoC had several branches in Newfoundland and St. Pierre and Miquelon, but seemingly no 
branches purposedly built in their predominant corporate Classical Revival style.xix  To rectify this 
and solidify their presence and stature amongst the banks, they decided to erect a substantial central 
branch bank at 205 Water St., in Newfoundland’s banking core where other Canadian banks, the 
Royal Bank, Bank of Montreal and Bank of Nova Scotia had set up. CBoC turned to their go to 
architectural firm D&P, to design a building in their corporate style, providing a budget to allow 
for the use of the best materials and technology of the time, outshining its competitors. 
 
The engagement of D&P to design the head branch in a “foreign” capital, points to an important 
continued synergistic relationship with the CBoC, beginning in the late 1800s/early1900s when 
the CBoC moved from a being a renter and buyer of properties to house their banks, to having 
buildings built to their needs and to present their corporate image. This continued to the time of 
205 Water Street’s construction (and beyond to the 1930s), even though CBoC had in-house staff 
lead by Victor Horsburgh, Architect. Over the decades-long relationship, D&P was called to 
design many of CBoC’s prestigious banks across Canada and was instrumental in developing an 
interpretation of the Classical Revival aesthetic for the CBoC house-style. CBoC relied on D&P 
for the rapid western expansion into established and new communities, driven by and 
interconnected with the expansion of the railway westward, and increased immigration. To keep 
ahead of competing banks in setting up in new communities, CBoC relied on  D&P to design 
innovative prefabricated bank building kits (fabricated in British Columbia), using the Classical 
Revival house-style.  Often these banks were the first substantial buildings built, becoming a 
historical landmark for many communities.  D&P’s and CBoC’s long-term synergistic relationship 
made them unique amongst Canadian architecture firms to have projects completely across Canada 
/ British North America. The D&P designed banks contributed to developing a Canadian bank 
architectural style based on their interpretation of the Classical Revival style connecting it to 
CBoC’s history and to Canadian architectural history.  
 
With this building, along with the Bank of Nova Scotia, D&P are the only Canadian architectural 
firm that has a portfolio of work that can be found from coast to coast. They are one of a few 
Canadian architectural firms that practiced in Newfoundland before it joined Confederation 1949. 
The D&P oeuvre parallels the growth and expansion of Canada’s confederation and contributed to 
the development of a Canadian Classical Revival style of bank buildings, notably CBoC’s version.  
D&P came to prominence in a period when the Canadian architectural profession matured to the 
point that clients were employing domestic architects for their projects instead of seeking services 
from American and European based architects, with D&P being leaders in this respect. The D&P 
connection adds to the significance of the bank at the national level. 
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Figure 9:  Post cards of Canadian Bank of Commerce banks in Manitoba (left), built from a prefabricated wood kit, and a masonry 
building in Alberta (right), both designed by Darling and Pearson, Architects in Classical Revival styling.  These have large 
pedimented entrances and fluted pilaster details. Similar in style to 205 Water Street, but different in corporate style than the 
Darling and Pearson designed Bank of Nova Scotia, which was  designed in a Classical Revival styling with different styling 
features. (Source: Author's collection) 

The heritage significance of the bank is increased by its association with John A. Pearson, 
Architect, a historic person and his connection to provincial and national historic events. Pearson 
is important provincially for his involvement with G&P who built many buildings that contributed 
to the quality of St. John’s architecture after the 1892 Great Fire. This places him and Greene as 
two of the most important architects to have ever practiced in St. John’s, connecting him to a 
historic event in St. John’s and Newfoundland and Labrador’s history. He honed his architectural 
skills and explored his own design aesthetic as a young architect in St. John’s, at the same time he 
was starting his career in D&P. Pearson’s place as a historic person is amplified by being a partner 
in D&P, the most renowned and prolific Canadian architectural firm of its time, and his role as 
lead architect for the rebuilding of the Centre Block and Peace Tower, Ottawa, national historic 
events and sites.  
 
The CBoC building was designed when Pearson was a mature architect, still achieving new heights 
in his career. This building later in his career set amongst buildings from his early career are 
important to research further and understand his development as an architect. No other city in 
Canada has such a collection as most of Pearson’s known work was done as a partner in D&P, 
under the influence and shadow of the senior partner Frank Darling, Architect (1850-1923), 
another historic person. Darling was recognized as one of the best design architects of his day, the 
“dean” of Canadian architecture confirmed with his receiving the Royal Institute of British 
Architects Gold Medal in 1915. It is generally understood that Frank Darling was the lead designer 
of D&P while Pearson was the lead with respect to construction knowledge.  This may well have 
been the situation when Pearson first became a partner, though over time the role of Pearson 
appears to be increasingly as a designer too, demonstrated by his lead design role working with 
Jean Omer Marchand, Architect (1872-1936), as associate architect, for the rebuilding of the 
Centre Block, between 1916-27. In contemporary times, Pearson would be considered a star 
architect for the lead role he took on many significant projects, but has been outshone by Darling 
who is credited for the design of most D&P projects. Similarly, Pearson’s involvement to the G&P 
buildings is often overlooked, with Greene being credited. He was recognized late in his career by 
being the first Canadian architect to receive an Honorary Degree of Doctor of Architecture, for his 
contributions to Canadian architecture in 1932.xx   



205 Water Street, St. John’s, NL – A Place of More Than Municipal Significance? 
Version R0, 20 April 2024 

© 2024 James J. Maddigan, MScA CEB, CAHP, APT-RP, ICOMOS, Email: jajoma001@gmail.com 
 
 

18 

 
Finally, the bank is of national level of heritage significance given the connection to and 
revelations about the Centre Block rebuilding and the Peace Tower, revealed by Walter’s 1946 
letter.  The time of Pearson’s visit to St. John’s in or about 1919 recounted by Walter, corresponds 
to an important point in the rebuilding of the Centre Block, when the focus on designing and 
constructing the main building shifted to the final design and construction of the Peace Tower. It 
also corresponds to a point in time when Pearson would have completed documents to allow 
construction to start on the bank, and perhaps the visit to St. John’s was also to have meetings prior 
to the start of construction. The design of the Centre Block had an influence on the bank design 
for technologies and materials, but even some design elements. A classical Greek wave detail in 
the bank façade is also seen in the Centre Block Railway Committee Room, designed in a Classical 
Revival style. A design motif perhaps a symbolic meaning of a coast-to-coast connection, both for 
Canada and its unifying railway system, and for the CBoC’s business empire.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 10: Oblique view of the building and a closeup view showing jointing lines between the large terra cotta ashlar units, 
pilasters, capitals and cast corbels typical for terra cotta construction, and the Classical wave motif under the windows. (Source: 
Summer 2022, Author’s photo.) 

More important than this connection are undocumented insights into Pearson’s thinking early in 
the design process for the Peace Tower Memorial Chamber, an unknown Newfoundland 
connection to the chamber and Peace Tower entrance and forgotten intentions to have a Tomb of 
an Unknown Soldier in the Peace Tower.xxi Walter’s recounting of Pearson’s word picture provides 
insights that Pearson intended the blank shield left amongst groupings of provincial coat of arms 
in the Memorial Chamber and at the Peace Tower entrance, to be for Newfoundland’s coat of arms 
although officially the blank shields were meant for the Northwest Territories.xxii Ultimately, 
Pearson’s intentions came to fruition, and these were carved with the Newfoundland Coat of Arms 
in 1949 after joining Confederation, another national historic event.   
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Summary 
 
The author’s hunch about a D&P connection to the bank and that John A. Pearson was the architect 
was proven out by additional  research made possible by utilizing digitized archival records, fire 
insurance plans, newspaper articles through the World Wide Web. While 205 Water Street has 
been designated as a municipal heritage building, primarily for its unique architectural style, this 
research points to additional reasons to support and expand on this rational, and points to the 
building meriting higher significance at the provincial and national levels for its connection to 
historic events, persons, building companies, and their interconnections. The bank is rare for the 
use of concrete in its previous life as a warehouse, for the glazed architectural terra cotta façade, 
and use of innovative technologies. The conversion of the warehouse to the CBoC central bank 
branch in Newfoundland connects it to the completion of CBoC’s business empire across British 
North America, the solidification of their and other Canadian banks in Newfoundland and the 
growing ties to Canada that led to Newfoundland joining Confederation. The construction by a 
leading Canadian construction firm of the period, Dickie Construction Co., who were involved in 
the construction of many important buildings in Canada for many clients and architects, including 
the CBoC and D&P, architects, points to important interconnections at a time when Canada grew 
nationally. The building was designed by Darling and Pearson, Architects the leading Canadian 
architecture firm of the time, designers of many historic buildings, who were tied to significant 
events such as the Western expansion of Canada and the rise of the Canadian architectural 
profession, contributing to a Canadian style of Classical Revival bank architecture, and the only 
Canadian firm to have projects from coast to coast. There is the connection to the architect in 
charge of the design, John A. Pearson, Architect, as a historic person, who not only played a 
significant role in D&P projects and their rise to prominence, contributions to Canadian 
architecture, was the lead architect for the Centre Block and Peace Tower, but also with Greene 
and Pearson, Architects and their significant contribution to the rebuilding of St. John’s, 
Newfoundland after the Great Fire of 1892. Finally, the bank is connected to the nationally 
significant event, the rebuilding of the Centre Block, echoing design and technologies, and for the 
revelations  by Walter Marshall of insights into Pearson’s early design and a Newfoundland 
connection Peace Tower and the Memorial Chamber, that have not been otherwise documented 
and diverge from the official published record.   
 
As such, 205 Water Street is a building with much more than municipal heritage significance, and 
merits provincial and national levels of heritage significance.   
 
 

END 
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Endnotes 
 

i Canada’s Historic Places Register website. “205 Water Street Municipal Heritage Building, St. 
John's, Newfoundland and Labrador, A1C, Canada, Formally Recognized: 1989/07/21” (Source: 
Web address: https://www.historicplaces.ca/en/rep-reg/place-lieu.aspx?id=6129. Accessed 10 
March 2024.) 
 
ii Library and Archives Canada, “Insurance plan of the city of St. John's, Newfoundland, 
September 1893, revised July 1911”, Sheet 8, St. John’s, Aug. 1902, Reprint. Library and 
Archives Canada, Reference No.: R6990-966-6-E, Box number: 2000206360, 2000712164—
2000712167, Item ID No.: 3933467 (Source: Web address https://recherche-collection-
search.bac-
lac.gc.ca/eng/Home/Record?app=fonandcol&IdNumber=3933467&q=fire%20insurance&ecopy
=e010781733-v8. Accessed 17 March 2024. 
 
iii This would be the Bank of Nova Scotia, by Darling and Pearson, Architects, built 1915-1916, 
which had a revolving door at its corner entrance based on a review of archival drawings by the 
author. 
 
iv February 25, 1921, The Evening Telegram, page 4, " New Bank of Commerce: A Credit to the 
City – Open for Business February, 28". (Source: Memorial University of Newfoundland - 
Digital Archive Initiative.  Web address:  https://collections.mun.ca. Accessed 21 February 
2023.) 
 
v February 26, 1921, The St. John’s Daily Star, page 11, " New Bank of Commerce Building is 
Finished: New Building Will be Open for Business Next Week – Is a Modern Structure ". (Source: 
Memorial University of Newfoundland - Digital Archive Initiative. Web address:  
https://collections.mun.ca. Accessed 21 February 2023.) 
 
vi See figure for information on the Dominion Bank Building from the Construction: A Journal 
for the Architectural Engineering and Contracting Interests of Canada, Vol. 4, October, 1911, 
No. 11, H. Gagnier, Limited, Publishers, page 49, “The New Premises of the Standard Bank, 
Toronto”. (Source: Internet Archive, web page: 
https://archive.org/details/constructionjour04macduoft/page/n517/mode/2up?q=darli. Accessed 
27 March 2024.) 
 
vii Specification data 1914: Grouped Catalogue of Building Trades in One Volume : Indexed 
According to Trades for Building Construction, Specification Data Limited:  Toronto, page 26, 
Advertisement for The Northwestern Terra Cotta Company, highlighting the Canadian Pacific 
Railway Building, Toronto. (Source: Internet Archive web  page: 
https://archive.org/details/SpecificationData1914GroupedCatalogueOfBuildingTradesInOneVolu
me/page/n53/mode/2up?q=norweta. Accessed: 27 March 2024.) 
 
viii This appears to be due to poor weather resistance. (Source Wikipedia “Canadian Pacific 
Building, Toronto: web page: 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_Pacific_Building_(Toronto)#cite_note-7. Accessed 27 
March 2024.) 
 
ix This is based on reviewing archival drawings of the D&P designed Bank of Nova Scotia, that 
showed the original corner main entrance configured to receive a revolving door. 
 
x Parks Canada Directory of Federal Heritage Designations, “Parkwood National Historic Site of 
Canada”  , 270 Simcoe Street North, Oshawa, Ontario (Source: web address: 
https://www.pc.gc.ca/apps/dfhd/page_nhs_eng.aspx?id=445. Accessed 16 March 2024.) 
 
xi Contract Record and Engineering Review, Toronto, July 14 1920, “Contract Awards”, page 50. 
(Source:  webpage: 
https://archive.org/details/contractrecordv34p02/page/n147/mode/2up?q=dickie. Accessed 16 
March 2024.) 
 
xii Biographical Dictionary of Architect in Canada 1800-1950, “Horsburgh, Victor Daniel (1866-
1947) (Source: Web address: http://dictionaryofarchitectsincanada.org/node/1526. Accessed 24 
March 2024.) 
 
xiii Biographical Dictionary of Architect in Canada 1800-1950, “Darling, Frank (1850-1923), 
(Source: Web address: http://dictionaryofarchitectsincanada.org/node/1638. Accessed 24 March 
2024.) 
 
xiv June, 1946, Atlantic Guardian - The Magazine of Newfoundland, Vol. 2, No. 6, page 6, and 
18-19 “The Blank Shield at Ottawa”.  (Source: Memorial University of Newfoundland - Digital 
Archive Initiative.  Web address: https://collections.mun.ca/digital/collection/guardian/id/7697. 
Accessed 07 October 2023.) 
 
xv The author has completed research on G&P identifying many of the buildings they worked on, 
which will be published in a separate paper.   
 
xvi Articles of partnership described in the court filing of Greene vs Pearson. Newfoundland and 
Labrador probate, estate and related records, Reel 197, Supreme Court Central: William H. 
Green (sic), architect, St. John's v. John A. Pearson, St. John's / Toronto, Series GN 170, File 
Reel 197, frames 258-293, 1901 (Source: The Rooms, Newfoundland and Labrador Provincial 
Archive.) 
 
xvii Ibid.   
 
xviii This will be explored and touched on in other research papers by the author.  
 
xix This is an interpretation based on reading of available information but needs further research 
to validate.  
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xx Biographical Dictionary of Architect in Canada 1800-1950, “Pearson, John Andrew (1867-
1940) (Source: Web address: http://www.dictionaryofarchitectsincanada.org/node/2028. 
Accessed 29 March 2024.)  
 
xxi Delving further into these recollections and understanding their relationship to Pearson’s 
Peace Tower evolving design will be the topic for a future paper. 
 
xxii Based on the author’s reading of archival minutes and correspondence from the time of the 
Centre Block rebuilding. 
 


