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William Thomas Building, 46-52 James Street North, Hamilton 

Re: Preliminary Site Plan Review – Revised Development Proposal (July 2015) 

Heritage Requirements 

The proposed development includes the restoration and rehabilitation of the 4-storey, 9-bay stone 
façade designed by nationally significant architect William Thomas (1799-1860) in 1854.1 The façade is 
Designated under Part IV of the Ontario Heritage Act and has architectural, historical and contextual 
significance.2  

Background & Current Condition of the Heritage Facade 

This building was taken down in 2010, due to its poor condition. Several decades of poor maintenance 
contributed to structural deficiencies that necessitated demolition of the original roof, side and rear 
walls, all interior spaces and all ground floor storefronts. The site has been cleared and is currently a 
vacant lot on James Street North. [Figure 1] 

 

Figure 1: The William Thomas building at 46-52 James Street North was removed in 2010.  
Since that time the lot has been vacant. The site is adjacent to the Lister Block. [M. Hobson 2013] 
 

The stone façade was carefully dismantled so that it could be preserved and integrated into any new 
development on the site. All building components are numbered and correspond to scaled drawings 
prepared by WGD Architects. [Figure 2] 

                                                           
1 See entries in the Biographical Dictionary of Architects in Canada by Robert Hill and the Dictionary of Canadian 
Biography by Neil Einarson. 
2 See 46-52 James Street North, Hamilton; Statement of Cultural Heritage Value and Description of Heritage 
Attributes, Schedule B to By-Law No. 08-215. 
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Figure 2: William Thomas façade. Drawing documenting the location and condition of stones prior to dismantling in 2010. 
[WGD Architects, 2010] 

The preserved building components were assessed and inventoried by Carolyn Samko and they are 
currently being stored in a climate-controlled warehouse. [Figure 3] 

 

Figure 3: The stone from the dismantled façade is currently being stored in a warehouse. [M. Hobson, 2014] 

Although the masonry façade was found to be structurally sound, many original character-defining 
features were missing. Missing components include the original wood windows destroyed by fire in 
1923 and carved stone elements including cornices and window pediments removed in 1961 when 
metal cladding was installed over 6 bays on the north side. The loss of these features poses considerable 
challenges for rebuilding the façade. [Figure 4] 
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Figure 4: Condition of 46-52 James Street North prior to dismantling in 2010. [Historical Hamilton] 

Proposed Development 

The proposed development includes rebuilding the William Thomas façade and integrating it into a large 
scale mixed-used development. The entire 9-bay heritage façade will be reinstated in its original location 
on the east side of James Street North, with the same relationship to adjacent buildings and the 
sidewalk. It will be integrated into a 4-storey podium that will contain commercial space at street level 
with a 20-storey residential tower above for student residences. [Figure 5] 

 

Figure 5:  Restored William Thomas façade integrated into the proposed large scale mixed-used development. [WGD 
Architects 2015] 
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In the proposed design, the restored and rehabilitated heritage façade will be seamlessly integrated into 
the façade of the 4-storey podium. The height of the podium will correspond with the dimensions of the 
heritage façade. The podium will provide a base to the tower and will visually reinforce the scale of the 
heritage façade and maintain the scale and character of the historic streetscape. [Figure 5] 

Rebuilding of the Heritage Facade 

Re-building of the façade will follow guidelines outlined by Carolyn Samko in Appendix D of the Heritage 
Permit Application conditionally approved by the Hamilton Municipal Heritage Committee in 2010.3 

These measures will be undertaken in order to preserve the historic character of James Street North, to 
preserve original fabric where feasible, and to integrate the historic facade into the new development in 
an appropriate manner. All surviving Character-Defining Elements identified in the Reasons for 
Designation will be retained.4 Any new interventions will follow best practices as outlined in the 
Standards and Guidelines.5 Rehabilitation will allow ongoing use of this cultural resource as a 
commercial building with retail located at street level. 

All sound original masonry components will be re-assembled in their original location. Appropriate 
mortars, mortar joints and tooling will be used. Missing masonry components will be replaced ‘in kind’ 
where feasible. If a match is not possible, an appropriate substitute material will be used that preserves 
the character and appearance of the original work. Masonry work will be undertaken by a qualified 
heritage mason(s). Regular site visits will be conducted by a qualified heritage conservation specialist 
during re-assembly. 

Conservation Approach 

A conservation approach that combines restoration and rehabilitation has been adopted for this 
development in order to: 

• preserve the historic character of the James Street North streetscape 
• preserve surviving original fabric of a significant built heritage resource 
• restore missing components based on sound evidence 
• contribute to the cultural and economic rejuvenation of James Street North 
• allow ongoing commercial uses historically associated with this site 

 
 
Restoration of Missing Components 
                                                           
3 Carolyn Samko, The William Thomas Building; Heritage Conservation Assessment (June 22, 2010) submitted as 
Appendix D of the Heritage Permit Application. See 7.0 Methodology for Rebuilding the Façade. 
4 Schedule B to Designation By-Law No. 08-215 contains a Statement of Cultural Heritage Value and a Description 
of Heritage Attributes that will guide all work. 
5 Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada, 2nd ed. (2010). 
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Missing components will be reproduced based on surviving fragments, archival evidence and 
comparable examples. Missing components include 2 cornices, 18 carved stone window pediments, 33 
window units and entrances and glazed storefronts at street level. The most intact portion of the façade, 
comprised of the 3 bays on the south end, will be used to guide restoration of missing components on 
the 6 bays at the north end. [Figure 6] 

 

Figure 6: Missing components include 1. stone cornice, 2. stone pediments, 3. windows, 4. wood cornice and 5. storefronts. 
The shaded area on the right indicates three bays at the south end where original stone pediments over the windows 
survived intact. [City Directory 1907] 

Masonry Cleaning 

The re-built façade will be cleaned using appropriate methods that will not damage stone and mortars. 
Tests will be conducted to determine the best method. Cleaning will be undertaken by a qualified 
masonry cleaning specialist. Regular site visits will be conducted by a qualified heritage conservation 
specialist during cleaning. 
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Impacts of the New Development on the Heritage Resource & Proposed Mitigation Measures 

All new work will be compatible and distinguishable.  General guidelines for new work are provided in 
the Standards and Guidelines.6 More specific guidelines are provided in the City of Hamilton’s Design 
Guidelines for the Downtown Heritage Character Zone.7 The proposed development is located within the 
Downtown Heritage Character Zone.  

Relationship of the Heritage Façade to the Residential Tower 

In order to mitigate the impact of the tower on the heritage façade, the James Street elevation of the 
tower will be angled and set back from the heritage façade. The set-back will vary from 3.05 m at A to 
4.55 m at B. [Figure 7]  

 

Figure 7: Heritage façade highlighted in blue. SETBACK A = 3.05 m, SETBACK B =  4.55 m [WGD Architects 2015] 

The angled façade and set-back of the tower will provide a visual and physical separation between the 
heritage façade and the new residential tower. This distinction will be further reinforced by the modern 
materials and details of the tower cladding which will contrast with the solidity and Neo-classical 
detailing of the stone-fronted podium. 

                                                           
6 Op. cit. 
7 Downtown Heritage Character Zone Design Guidelines (City of Hamilton, 2013) 
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There will be a 4-storey podium at the base of the tower that will be seamlessly integrated with the 
heritage façade and with the adjacent buildings in order to maintain the historic street-wall. The podium 
structure will be entirely concealed behind the heritage façade and will not be visible from James Street.  

Interior Spaces behind the Heritage Facade 

Interior space located behind the heritage façade will be compatible with its design and historical 
associations. The ground floor will have commercial space. The upper floors will have large common 
rooms associated with the student residence. All window openings will be maintained as windows and 
all floor plates will be consistent with the original division of floors. [Figure 8]  

 

Figure 8: The heritage façade will be rebuilt in its original location as part of the proposed 4-storey podium. The area shaded 
blue indicates interior space directly behind the heritage façade. [WGD Architects 2015} 

New storefronts will be installed at street level. They will include modern framing and glazing 
components but will be scaled and detailed to be compatible with the historic façade and will maintain 
the rhythm and symmetry of the design. Detailed elevations and materials will be provided for final 
approval. 
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Parking will be located below grade so there will be no impacts on the heritage façade. Pedestrian and 
vehicular entrances associated with the condominium tower will be located on Rebecca Street and 
therefore will have no impact on the heritage façade. [Figure 9] 

 

Figure 9: Basement Plan. Parking will be below grade with an entrance on Rebecca Street. 

Ground floor space located directly behind the heritage façade will be publically accessible from James 
Street. This will provide opportunities for commercial uses. This area is approximately 3,990 sq. ft. and 
can accommodate a mix of uses. [Figure 10] 

 

Figure 10: Ground floor plan. Publically accessible entrance to commercial space at street level will be located on James 
Street North. 

Space behind the heritage façade on upper floors will contain large common areas on the 2nd, 3rd and 4th 
floors. These open-plan common rooms will utilize the large windows that overlook James Street. 



 
MEGAN HOBSON  M.A., Dipl. Heritage Conservation     
Heritage Consulting Services 
 

Students rooms located in the tower will open onto a common hallway that leads into the common 
areas. [Figures 11 & 12] 

 

Figure 11: 2nd Floor Plan. Large common area located behind the heritage façade, accessed by an internal hallway in the 
residential tower. 

 

Figure 12: 3rd and 4th Floor Plan. Large common areas located behind the heritage façade, accessed by an interior hallway in 
the residential tower. 
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Recommendations 

Proposed Development Recommended Mitigation Measures 
Rebuilding of the heritage 
facade 

- Use documentation undertaken during dismantling to ensure 
accurate re-building of the stone façade. 

- Preserve original fabric where feasible. 
- Replace stone damaged beyond repair and missing stone 

components with compatible materials as outlined in 
HP2010-053. 

- Provide details for final approval. 
- All masonry work to be carried out by qualified heritage 

stonemasons. 
- Follow best practices as outlined in the Standards & 

Guidelines (Parks Canada). 
- Monitor work and provide regular updates to heritage staff 

and the Municipal Heritage Committee 
Cleaning of the heritage 
facade 

- All masonry cleaning to be carried out by qualified heritage 
stone cleaning expert. 

- Conduct tests to determine best method. 
- Provide details for final approval. 
- Follow best practices as outlined in the Standards & 

Guidelines (Parks Canada). 
- Monitor work and provide regular updates to heritage staff 

and the Municipal Heritage Committee. 
Restoration of missing 
components 

- Reproduce missing components based on sound evidence 
including surviving fragments and historic photos. 

- Provide details for final approval. 
- Follow best practices as outlined in the Standards & 

Guidelines (Parks Canada). 
- Monitor work and provide regular updates to heritage staff 

and the Municipal Heritage Committee 
Introduction of new 
components 

- Introduce new components in a way that will not cause 
detriment to heritage fabric. 

- Introduce new components that are compatible with and 
distinguishable from the heritage fabric. 

- Provide details for final approval for all new components 
including windows, doors and storefronts. 

- Follow design guidelines as outlined in the Downtown 
Heritage Character Zone Design Guidelines (City of Hamilton). 

- Follow best practices as outlined in the Standards & 
Guidelines (Parks Canada). 

- Monitor work and provide regular updates to heritage staff 
and the Municipal Heritage Committee. 

Addition of 20-storey 
residential tower 

- Create a visual and physical distinction between the heritage 
façade and the tower utilizing appropriate set-backs. 

- Make compatible with applicable planning policies and design 
guidelines included in the Downtown Secondary Plan, 
specifically the Lister Development Permit Sub-Area 
(Amended 2004) and the Downtown Hamilton Tall Buildings 
Study (Draft 2015) 

- Provide details for final approval. 
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Summary 

The proposed development will preserve an important heritage resource, revitalize an existing vacant 
lot and contribute to the rejuvenation of the James Street North retail and arts district. It will support 
the active pedestrian oriented character of the east side of James Street. The introduction of new 
commercial storefronts with publically accessible retail space on James Street North is compatible with 
the historic use associated with the heritage façade. Appropriate measures to mitigate the impact of the 
20-storey residential tower have been undertaken and the increase in height is in line with planning 
policies for this area.8 

                                                           
8 Applicable planning policies include the Downtown Secondary Plan (as Amended 2004) which is currently under 
review, and the Tall Buildings Study (Draft 2015) which is currently underway. This site has been identified in both 
planning frameworks as appropriate for tall buildings (18+ storeys). 


