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14 Blevins Place
          Historic Treasure or Blight?

Corktown Common

Photo by Linda Edwards, http://edwards13.wordpress.com/

by Larry Webb
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On November 5, 2013, the matter 
of the demolition of 14 Blevins Place 
came before the City’s Preservation 
Committee. This building is in Regent 
Park on the west side of Sumach just 
north of Shuter Street and immediately 
east of the newly restored Nelson 
Mandela Park School. While it is just 
outside Corktown, it is a matter of 
interest, if for no other reason, because 
it is prominently visible from much of 
Corktown. But it is much more than 
that. Regent Park is our neighbour 
and neighbours take an interest in 
one-another, or should. There is much 
controversy involved in the potential 
demolition of this building, with City 
staff being for its preservation, versus 
local Councillor Pam McConnell and 
the Regent Park community (generally) 
being for demolition.
At this point it looks as though the building will be 
demolished. Why is a historic building creating such divided 
opinions? What are the arguments for tearing it down or 
for saving it? These questions were the subject of an email 
exchange among CRBA board members, sparked by a Globe 
and Mail article, “As Regent Park Rebuilds, a pause to consider 
what came before” by John Bentley Mays. Mays describes 14 
Blevins as a “a 14-storey stack of spacious two-level apartments 
that spread across the entire width of the building.” 

The following exchange took place by email a week before the 
Board meeting and some thought it would make an investing 
article. My take from this is that the expression of opposing 
views is a good thing when done with an open mind and 
results in a healthier community.

Subject
14 Blevins Place (Dickinson Tower) – Inclusion on the City 
of Toronto Inventory of Heritage Properties

Reasons for Listing
The property at 14 Blevins Place (Dickinson Tower) 
is recommended for inclusion on the City of Toronto 
Inventory of Heritage Properties for its cultural heritage 
value and interest. Located in Regent Park South, 14 
Blevins Place (Dickinson Tower) is one of five high-rise 
buildings. Designed by the important Toronto architect 
Peter Dickinson, then with Page + Steele Architects, 
the project won the Massey Medal for Architecture. 
Dickinson’s design featured two-storey apartments 
that separated the bedrooms from the living space and 
enabled units to front onto both sides of the building. 
The heritage attributes are found on the exterior walls 
and roof. Standing 14 storeys tall, the building is made of 
red brick with a flat roof. The pattern of the fenestration 
is a significant feature. Windows divide the façade into 
twelve vertical sections, and clusters of 10-12 windows 
are grouped within these sections. Originally, balconies 
were incorporated into the facade. The elevator shaft can 
be seen in the centre of the façade on either side of the 
building. The ground floor tenants on the west side of the 
building have private gardens, which have been enclosed 
by a wooden fence.

14 Blevins Place has been listed on the City of Toronto’s 
Inventory of Heritage Properties. The reasons for its listing are 
provided in the following excerpt from a Toronto staff report 
sent to the Toronto Preservation Board, dated November 9, 2004. 

We thought you might be interested in the 
discussion. My take from this is that the 
expression of opposing views is a good thing 
when done with an open mind and results in a 
healthier community.

From Arthur Sinclair
You may find this Globe & Mail article (http://bit.ly/1cChHyE) 
of interest. It is about a building in Regent Park that most 
people I come across want to have demolished and it is in 
the way of some of the future redevelopment plans. For 
reasons I don’t understand, the city wants to designate 
as a historic building…. Why would this be considered a 
historic property? 

continued on page 4
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AdvertisementBallet is for Everyone!
by Mary Wentz 

Dancing, like music, is an international language, 
and dancers move easily from one country to another, 
bringing their skills and artistry with them. 

The National Ballet of Canada was 
founded in 1951 by an English dancer, 
Celia Franca, who was the daughter of 
Polish immigrants. (Her father was a 
tailor!) She started dancing at the age 
of four and had all her early training 
and experience as a dancer in London, 
England. 

In 1959, together with Betty Oliphant, 
Franca founded the National Ballet 
School of Canada in Toronto to train 
dancers for the company. It’s still there 
today, together with its theatre at 404 
Jarvis, specially designed for ballet 
performance. 

At the beginning of October, we had a 
chance to see “Formation – an Evening 
of Contemporary Ballet”, the latest 
production of another dancer and 
choreographer, Bengt Jörgen, who is 
from Scandinavia. Jörgen has adopted 
Canada as his home.

Jörgen was born in 
Stockholm, and is this 
year celebrating the 25th 
anniversary season of the 
foundation of his company, 
Ballet Jörgen Canada. 
In the programme from 
“Formation”, Bengt boasts 
of the achievements of 
his company: “We have 
supported the development 
of 195 new works by 78 
choreographers”, he says. 

He impresses us with numbers, 
but perhaps his most important 
achievement has been to wake up 
today’s young Canadians to the 
excitement of ballet, and the warm and 
happy ways, as dancers, they can express 
their feelings through music and dance. 

Jörgen would like to think of his 
company as “Canada’s Local Ballet 
Company” in its dedication to the 
communities in which it performs. He 
tries to involve local children in all of 
his productions. In doing so, a classic 
ballet like “The Nutcracker” becomes 
the dream of an immigrant family in 
Canada, where a young dancer called 
Michael can join the Nutcracker Youth 
Program and play the part of a squirrel 
in the magic world of ballet.

Based in Toronto, Ballet 
Jörgen Canada brings ballet 
to life across the city and 
is a partner with George 
Brown College, providing the 
only full-time college dance 
programme in Ontario.

Try to catch up with Jörgen and his dancers 
as they bring the folk tales of the world to 
life with the magic of music and dance!

In February 2014, they will be back in 
Toronto at the Betty Oliphant Theatre 
with their production of “Romeo and 
Juliet”, but meanwhile you can see what 
they’re working on at info@balletjorgen.ca 
or at www.balletjorgencanada.ca.
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From Sandra Iskandar
I’m pretty sure this building portrays one of the few examples 
of the mid-century modernist architectural era of the 1950’s 
in our neck of the woods. If I’m not mistaken, the CBC Prop 
building at 90 Sumach also falls in this category and was 
well worth its preservation, in my opinion. In my mind, 
demolition of buildings such as this one is not just about the 
loss of the buildings themselves, it’s also the loss of stories and 
architectural Canadian legacy. Peter Dickinson, architect of 
14 Blevins Pl played a significant role in modernizing Toronto 
architecture throughout the 1950’s. It’s worth noting that 
Dickinson designed the Hummingbird Centre [now the Sony 
Centre], among many other Toronto landmarks.

From Laurence Lui
Modernist architecture today is perceived no differently than 
Victorian architecture was back in the modernist era – people 
didn’t see the value of it and some of the best examples were torn 
down in the name of progress. Only recently has the appreciation 
for modernist architecture begun to emerge and the movement 
to designate the Dickinson tower is part of this. Even brutalism 
can be beautiful. Look how the modernism that created the 
overpasses has created a great space in Underpass Park.

There are definitely challenges to the re-use and 
preservation of them, but they represent a very distinct and 
historically significant period in Toronto’s architectural 
history. There are questions as to how vigorously TCHC 
and Daniels have pursued the preservation of the building. 
Designation is one way to hold their feet to the fire and urge 
them to try harder. It’s in their financial interest, after all, 
to knock it down to make it easier to put up another new-
built tower. Just my two cents.

From Larry Webb
I’ve seen Sandra and Laurence’s responses, and I’m going 
to take a slightly different position. I am fascinated by 
architecture – it’s a big part of my working life. I’m also 
fascinated by process and by performance.

Photo by Linda Edwards, http://edwards13.wordpress.com/

So let me take a different subject – websites! There are many 
websites that look great, particularly some using Flash. But 
they perform abysmally. So what is my take on their merit 
– are they good websites? No, they stink. They look great but 
the performance stinks. What is more important? I see many 
buildings the same way, regardless of era.

Now I don’t think that 14 Blevins has much artistic or design 
merit when looked at from a 2013 sensibility, but as Laurence 
says, that has been the case over generations. But I have 
worked in that building and know many people who have 
lived in it. Universally, it gets a failing grade. I don‘t believe 
that has much to do with the degree of maintenance, which 
is pretty bad in TCHC buildings – I believe it has more to 
do with design. And TCHC has been pretty clear about the 
building’s uses if it were to remain and be re-purposed, and 
how unsuitable it is to be considered in that light.

As I have been reading more and more recently, “brand” is 
not what you want people to think of you, but rather it’s what 
others already think of you. The objective of the architect is 
to create something that performs in the experience of those 
who commission or ultimately use the building. Bound up in 
that, in many cases, is an appearance which either reflects the 
style of the day or sets a new style trend, and it is undoubtedly 
preferential to have a satisfying aesthetic than not. That is a 
subjective thing however.

In the case of 14 Blevins, the objective view 
is negative – the buildings may have been 
designed on a noble principle but they failed 
in their mission. They’re concerned too much 
with the designer’s obsessions with form and 
function and not with the users’.

And now that a decision has to be made, which viewpoint 
trumps? In my 43 years in Toronto, I’ve seen many buildings 
demolished that should have been left standing. However, 
they’ve always been replaced by buildings of equivalent 
significance by the standards of the day, and many are modern-
day equivalents or better. At 14 Blevins, we have a building, 
actually a set of 5 buildings of which three are still standing 
at the time of this edition, which represent some less desirable 
history, both at a personal level and a community level. Should 
we be ignoring the experience of the many who have lived there 
to satisfy a need of the more privileged and basically thumb 
our noses at them because we think that, while the experiment 
failed, the design should still be preserved?

Preserve it in photos and memorabilia for those who want 
to honour the academic, and get rid of it in the name of 
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AdvertisementThe Reveal
Café Haiku Challenge #3

The autumn 2013 
Corktowner offered the 
following haiku clue and 
challenged you to identify 
the dish and the local 
restaurant:

hot green Thai chilies, 
ginger, chicken, cilantro
no Margherita

What could it be? The Hot Thai Chicken 
Magic pizza from Magic Oven, of course! 
A hand-crafted pizza topped with pesto-
tomato sauce, green curry, ginger, Thai 
green chilies, grilled chicken, organic 
mozzarella and cilantro.

Who guessed this and won a pizza from 
Magic Oven? Head over to corktown.
ca and find out! And while you’re there, 
send in your guess for the new Café 
Haiku Challenge.

Thanks to Nahel (aka Nathan and Nate) 
and the team at Magic Oven, 360 Queen 
St. East for contributing to the Café 
Haiku Challenge! Call them at 416-868-
OVEN (6836) to order some magically 
delicious pizza delivered to your door.

Hot Thai Chicken from Magic Pizza

improvement, not just of the building 
itself but its surroundings. We have 
other buildings in the area which 
preserve some of the style of the time 
but which were far better suited to 
conversion – not so 14 Blevins.

I’d hate to see all the old 
building stock disappear – 
we need as much preserved 
as we can practically – but 
each case must be looked at 
as part of a bigger picture. 
In some cases, it’s clear that 
other parameters prevail, 
and that is the case at 14 
Blevins I believe. 

From Laurence Lui
I’m conflicted on whether Blevins 
should be saved from the wrecking 
ball, especially since I appreciate the 
huge difficulties in retrofitting the 
building for a useful purpose. I’m not 
sure how correct I am in feeling that 
TCHC/Daniels hasn’t done enough in 
exploring options.

The Outcome
The City’s Preservation Board voted to 
not provide a heritage designation to 14 
Blevins Place. This means that it is very 
likely the building will be demolished. 
Dickinson’s architectural legacy will 
be preserved through photos and other 
artifacts in Toronto’s museums and 
archives. 

What is your take on 14 Blevins? Email 
me at past@corktown.ca with your 
comments.

. . .

Please email past@corktown.ca or 
comment on the CRBA Facebook Page 
(CorktownTO) or website corktown.ca 
with your thoughts. 
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Bent Streets –
Our (Mostly) Lost Heritage
by students from Ryerson’s School of Urban and Regional Planning from the 2013 “Corktown 
Heritage Study”. Read the full report at Corktown.ca. 

Due to the diagonal jog of King Street East up to Queen Street East starting at 
Berkeley Street, there were many streets in between that have a slight bend. This 
unusual characteristic was created so that each street in this area would intersect 
with King and Queen at a ninety-degree angle. These streets included Sackville 
Street, St. Paul Street, Bright Street and River Street. 

The increase in automobile usage and dependency during the mid-20th century 
brought significant change to Corktown and its street grid pattern. With the 
construction of the Gardiner Expressway and the Don Valley Parkway taking place 
in the 1950s and 60s, on the southern and eastern boundary of the neighbourhood, 
Metro Toronto needed a direct connection from the Don Valley Parkway to 
downtown Toronto (Globe and Mail, 1964). The location for this access point was 
right through the heart of Corktown. 

Taking over what was then named Duke and Duchess Streets, the Duke-Duchess 
interchange connected the southbound Don Valley Parkway with Richmond and 
Adelaide Streets, leaving a path of demolition in its wake. Metro officials viewed this 
as a means of “urban renewal”, especially since the Duke-Duchess area was pointed 
to as, by far, the worst of 12 blight areas identified by the city. The entire area, it was 
said, was “a class by itself”. (Toronto Daily Star, 1963) 

Several streets in this area were severed. Now only one angled street remains in 
Corktown – Bright Street. Being one of the few streets unaffected by the construction 
of the interchange, and the only one with the signature bend, Bright Street is now a 
tribute to the past street grid of Corktown.

1884 map, Plate 29 (St. David’s, St. Thomas’ & St. Lawrence 
Wards), Goad’s 1884 Fire Insurance Atlas of Toronto

Source: http://bit.ly/HHHVBp



The Corktowner 7

Creating Space for the Past in the Present
First Parliament Site – Working Group Meeting
by Gobnait McAnoy

A heritage plaque etched with the words “ONTARIO’S FIRST PARLIAMENT 
BUILDINGS 1798” stands like a sentinel on the northwest corner of the park at 
Berkeley at the Esplanade. It bears its weight in words telling a story of two brick 
buildings that once stood close by, home to Ontario’s Parliament from 1798 to 1813. 
This historical chapter came to an abrupt end when invading Americans set fire to the 
buildings during the War of 1812. Behind the plaque a busy parking lot is now visible on 
that site. Any trace of the area’s historical relevance lays hidden underground.

However almost 200 years later the good news is that while 
the buildings may be gone, they’re not forgotten. That, in no 
small way, is due to the passionate commitment of Old Town 
heritage activist and preservationist, Rollo Myers, to the 
development of this site. 

During the last two to three years, acquisition of parts of the 
privately owned land became a priority with City Council. 
Councillors Pam McConnell and Paul Ainslie along with 
city staff made it happen. After long negotiations and land 
transactions, the entire site is now in public hands. 

As a result, there are now plans for the site to be home to a new 
district library that will serve Corktown, the St. Lawrence 

district, the Distillery district, the West Don Lands and East 
Bayfront. Building is slated to begin in the summer of 2015, 
following the PanAm Games. 

This past summer, a Working Group was formed by Councillor 
McConnell to provide a forum for discussion between 
community and city staff on the design and functionality 
of the new district library and the overall development of 
the site. On July 11, this group made up of city staff and 
representatives from fifteen different organizations including 
Gooderham/Worts Neighbourhood Association, the Corktown 
Residents and Business Association and the West Don Lands 
Committee had its introductory meeting at City Hall.

During that meeting, Rollo Myers’ power-point presentation 
took us on a geographic and historical journey back to 1798 
and then forward to the archaeological investigations of the 
site in 2002 and to the present day. Archaeological digs in 2002 
provided solid evidence that what lay beneath our feet were 
the foundations of the First Parliament Buildings. 

Beth Hanna, Executive Director of Ontario Heritage Trust 
presented a detailed review of their involvement with the 
site. Anne Bailey, Director of TDSB Library Branches gave an 
extensive report on the planning process for the new library.

Questions and discussions that followed confirmed 
that heritage and architectural sensitivity, appropriate 
commemoration, sensitivity to parkland and streetscape were 
very much on the minds of this working group. The best part? 
By 2019, an accompanying plaque will be placed beside that 
First Parliament Buildings plaque – one that brings our area’s 
history back to life.

The plaque
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Café Haiku Challenge
by Alex Bartlett

Recognize this dish? On which Corktown restaurant’s menu 
will you find it? The poem and photo are clues. Identify 
the restaurant and the dish and win a gift certificate to the 
restaurant for the value of the dish.

from la belle province
they fry apples of the earth
just a bit better

Enter by emailing the name of the dish and the Corktown 
restaurant that offers it to editor@corktown.ca or go to 
corktown.ca and look for Café Haiku. Don’t forget to include 
your name and email address, or phone so we can track you 
down if you win! 

The winner will be chosen at random from all correct entries. 
Corktown.ca is also where you’ll find previous Café Haiku 
dishes and winners revealed.

Advertisement

338 Queen St. E @Parliament

Fine furnishings
Decorative Accessories
Gift Boutique/Parfumerie
Selected Artisanry
Steeped and Infused Tea Bar
info@adornmentsonqueen.com 
www.adornmentsonqueen.com
416 955 4791 Tu-Fr 11-7, S-S to 5

Adornments on Queen
Affordable elegance

Then & Now

Eastern Avenue
by Kara Isert

1925

2013
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Every 10 years, after a 
census is conducted, the 
number of federal electoral 
districts and their 
boundaries are revised 
to reflect population 
shifts and growth. 
The boundaries are 
redrawn by independent 
commissions established 
in each province.

With the condo boom, not only are the 
borders of downtown Toronto ridings 
changing, but the downtown is getting 
a whole new riding. The two ridings 
of Toronto-Centre (which includes 
Corktown) and Trinity-Spadina are 
being rearranged to create three ridings. 
The new ridings will be called Spadina-
Fort York, University-Rosedale and a 
rearranged Toronto-Centre. Boundaries 
for the old and new ridings are shown 
here in the accompanying maps.

These new boundaries were not without 
controversy. Both Bob Rae and Olivia 
Chow objected strongly to the proposed 

boundaries for reasons primarily 
associated with keeping related 
neighborhoods joined. For instance, 
the new boundaries have the Toronto-
Centre riding ending at Mill Street on 
the south end. Goodbye St. Lawrence 
and Distillery! You’re now joined with 
the south end of Bathurst and the 
condos along Queens Quay in Spadina-
Fort York.

The Corktown Residents & Business 
Association and several other community 
groups wrote formal letters to the 
commission requesting that the Distillery 
District remain as part of the new Toronto-
Centre riding. Commission members 
reviewed the CRBA’s comments and its 
request, making their decision based 
on distinctions between “historical” 
communities and those that are 
still “developing and evolving”. The 
commission was also bound by legislation 
governing the maximum variance from 
the average riding population. The 
commission ultimately did not make any 
changes to the proposed new boundaries 
and they are now final.

At the time of this writing, the new 
boundaries are already making the 
November 25th Toronto-Centre by-
election a hotly contested race. All 
political parties are doing everything 
they can to position themselves for a 
vastly different downtown race during 
the next General Election in 2015.

One of the reasons these boundaries 
are important is that other electoral 
boundaries typically mirror the federal 
boundaries. The lower the level of 
government, the more important it is 
that ward and riding boundaries match 
natural neighbourhood lines. The CRBA 
will be watching and do our best to ensure 
our neighbourhood stays intact for 
provincial ridings and municipal wards. 

What’s up in Corktown?
The Corktown Residents & Business 
Association is a not-for-profit and non-
commercial volunteer neighbourhood 
organization. We follow the latest 
developments in Corktown on a wide 
range of topics and serve as a liaison 
between Corktown, the City and other 
key organizations. 

The CRBA is an inclusive organization 
open to all local residents and 
businesses. Join us and add your voice 
to the community discussion! 

Learn more: www.corktown.ca 
email: info@corktown.ca Facebook: 
CorktownTO Twitter: @CorktownTO

Next Corktown meetings!
Jan. 7th, Feb. 4th
Join your neighbours at 7PM on the first 
Tuesday of every month (except August) 
in the back room of the Dominion on 
Queen, at Queen St. and Sumach. Check 
www.corktown.ca for agendas and 
other details.

A New and Reduced Toronto-Centre
by Arthur Sinclair

Figure 1 Existing Boundaries
(Elections Canada)

Figure 2 Future boundaries
(Ontario electoral boundaries commissions)
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Warehouse Style Lofts 
52 St. Lawrence Street Studios
Built in 1920s
No. of units: 74

Attention Renters! If you’re looking to 
lease an edgy warehouse loft conversion, 
look no further. You might have walked 
past 52 St. Lawrence Street on your way 
to Underpass Park. From the outside 
it looks like a nondescript dilapidated 
warehouse (formerly a denim factory) 
but on the inside, this three-storey 
rental building attracts artistic types 
who enjoy reasonable prices for terrific 
blank canvases. Imagine large windows, 
original plank floors and 20-foot ceilings.

We’re told you can pretty much do 
whatever you like to the space as long 
as Boris the landlord gets his rent. Over 
the years, many of these spaces have 
been uniquely edited with wooden loft 
bedroom zones and nifty partitions.

Unfortunately, they don’t come up often 
and when they do they rent out fast, so 
keep an eye out – this is a cool building 
for the artistically inclined, and Very 
Corktown!

The King East 
318 King Street East
Built by Lamb Developments Corp 2012
No. of units: 215

Sitting tight on the northwest corner 
of King and Parliament, this high-
end new loft project by popular local 
builder Lamb Developments does not 
disappoint. 

The design is inspired by the history 
of Corktown and nearby St. Lawrence 
Market. Apparently this is why it’s clad 
in glass with a touch of red brick and 
concrete. Very subtle, I know.

Considered to be an affluent, boutique 
loft project, The King East offers local 
buyers modern interior layouts filled 
with premium finishes that include 
nine-foot exposed concrete ceilings, 
engineered hardwood floors and 
designer kitchens and bathrooms. 
Naturally, the west views of the city 
are simply stunning. If you enjoy high 
style, this building may be perfect for 
you!

POPPED
Thanks Waterfront Toronto 
for keeping Corktown 
Common open over the 
winter! We bet the new 

group Friends of Corktown Common 
helped put pressure to keep the park 
open. We can’t wait for the first 
snowfall! Where’s my toboggan?

What’s going on with the 
King St. section of the Queen 
St. Bridge? It was closed at 
the end of September for the 

second time in a year and was supposed 
to reopen in November. But now, the work 
will continue to February 2014, which 
may be optimistic. Diverting the 504 King 
car is annoying and hurts the businesses 
between River and Parliament. What is 
the “additional structural work” that is 
being done and why is it taking so long? 

Gilead Café is turning 
into Gilead Wine Bar and 
introducing a dinner service. 
We heart Jamie Kennedy and 

love that he is sticking with Corktown. 
Proof that Corktown is the place to be! 
Recently, Xtra! Magazine ran a profile 
on our neighbourhood. The article 
highlighted restaurants, design shops 
plus mentions of the Dominion, art shops, 
and Corktown Common. Even & Odd 
and their funky wares were also profiled 
in The Grid. And Toronto Life is keeping 
the city up to date with all the restaurant 
openings, closings, and changes in our 
area. Congrats to Corktown businesses 
on the great publicity! 

Well that was quick! 
Since the last issue of the 
Corktowner, Que Supper 
Club has opened and closed. 

And we have another empty storefront 
on Queen St. Let’s hope someone else 
gives this spot a try soon!

The Good and the BadReal Estate Review
by Socrates Apallas, advocate of Corktown living. Follow him on Twitter:  
@SocratesApallas or visit www.SocratesApallas.com.

Corktown is undergoing an immense building boom, 
which is great for people moving into the area as they 
have more options than they have ever had. Socrates 
gives his thoughts on some of the alternatives. 


