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Introduction
We shape our buildings and they shape our lives.
Attributed to Winston Churchill1
In 2001, I published my father’s papers about his Scottish
ancestors, the Grubb family of Edinburgh and Weston, Ontario.
During the process, I continued to add information to my mother’s
collection of documents and photos of her ancestors, the Ewart
[pronounced ‘You-wert’] family of Edinburgh and early York. [To help
you visually understand my family’s history, please see the
abbreviated family tree in the appendix.]
My father, Talbot Page Grubbe, wrote about his family:
There is nothing spectacular about it [our family history], but for years
the families appear to have been highly respectable citizens who took
leading parts in the life of their communities and in which their
descendants can take considerable pride.2
I have always thought of John Ewart in a similar vein – a largely
unknown, hardworking Scottish immigrant trying to make a living in
the small town of York in the 1820s and 1830s. Instead I found that
his work on many of the key civic, religious, legal and educational
buildings in York between 1819-1834 was fundamental to the growth
of the town into the City of Toronto in 1834. Furthermore, his work
in London, Upper Canada, helped turn an uninhabited forest into a
new centre of legal activity for the region.
John Ewart was, in fact, Upper Canada’s first professional
architect in York and London.
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[Law Society of Upper Canada,
P252]John Ewart (1788-1856)

[JEF]
Jane Wilson Ewart (1787-1867)

In Ewart’s prime he was involved as an architect and/or builder
on all three principal churches in York: St. Paul’s Roman Catholic
Church, St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, and St. James Church of
England. He was the architect and/or builder of many of the most
important civic buildings of his era: the District Courthouse and Jail,
Osgoode Hall and the Third Parliament Buildings. He was the
architect and/or builder of the main preparatory school and the only
public hospital in town: Upper Canada College and the York General
Hospital. His involvement on the Bank of Upper Canada had him at
the forefront of the commercial and property community of his time.
The two homes in which he was involved, Hazelburn and Moss Park
were key estates for the Jarvis and Allan families. Later he would be a
commissioner to build the largest building in town, the Provincial
Lunatic Asylum, overseeing John G. Howard’s mental health hospital
design. No one matched his versatility of designs (civic, legal, public,
and religious) nor the number of projects on the go at the same time.
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John was already 30 years
old when he arrived in York
with his wife, Jane, (31) and
their children, William and
Margaret, ages 6 and 5. They
arrived in a town that only 25
years before was nothing but
virgin forest. York had grown
by 1818 to include nearly a
thousand people living and
working within the ten-block
boundaries of the original
town. In these short years the
town had moved from singlestorey wooden buildings to
multi-storey brick and stone
edifices similar to those in
New York and London.
[Library and Archives Canada C-012632]
This main road from Kingston to York illustrates the kind
of wilderness in which Ewart worked and lived. These roads
were not passable for much of the later spring, summer and
early fall due to muddy conditions.

During these early years, York required men who could do the
work; not just men who could dream. John Ewart was such a man as
he designed and built according to possibilities of the materials on
hand (wood and brick) and the labour available. Yet, he used his
commissions to construct buildings that went beyond the typical ones
already in the town.
Unlike my father’s side of the family, Ewart’s legacy is not
recorded in drawings, journals or letters. But it can be seen in the
finished buildings, in the land he accumulated, and his contributions
to the communities of York and London.
For the first few decades of the Town of York’s history, people
had to design and build their own homes, offices, and civic buildings.
The town was not significant enough (only 720 people in 18153) to
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attract professional architects. There was neither the money, materials
nor demand for larger civic projects that would attract professionals
to “muddy York”.
Whether by design, accident, or by a personal invitation from
someone in York, Ewart arrived from New York City in about 1818,
having emigrated to America from Britain two years earlier. He was
already an accomplished architect and builder4, having trained and
worked for about 15 years. Ewart’s first commission was the York
General Hospital, which also served as the temporary Parliament
Buildings for Upper Canada. Such a first commission likely would
not have been given to an untrained architect or builder.
Ewart stood alone as York and London’s first architect for the
next 13 years of his professional life. When other professionals were
attracted to Toronto starting in the 1830s, it was partly due to
Ewart’s buildings, which testified to the desire for large and imposing
civic, religious, educational and legal edifices. It was obvious to
others that Toronto was no longer just another swampy backwater
town but a place where buildings of worth were being commissioned
and built. As Marion MacRae wrote in Hallowed Halls, Ewart was “the
first architectural designer of demonstrable merit to appear in York.”5
Nancy Zwart Tausky and Lynne Delehanty DiStefano confirm this in
their 1986 book, Victorian Architecture in London and Southwestern
Ontario, Symbols of Aspiration when they write that Ewart was “one of
the most talented architects then in Upper Canada.”6
Later professionals of the 1830s and 1840s competed with each
other to win commissions. Ewart, however, competed and
collaborated only with the wealthy amateur architects of York
including government officials, legal, clerical, commercial
professionals and landowners. These amateur architects, like so many
of their generation in Europe and America, were passionate about
their buildings and as skilled in basic architecture as they were in the
arts, law, politics and commerce.7 They knew that buildings reflected
their owners’ view of the world and reflected the town’s place within
a region or nation. They had come mostly from cities in Great Britain
where the latest trends in architecture were evident everywhere.
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When the need arose, they could be called upon to help design a
church or courthouse.8
These so-called amateurs used “pattern books”, filled with
drawings and specific instructions on how to construct and decorate
homes and civic or religious buildings, to create their own designs.
Skilled tradesmen would translate these drawings, using the same
pattern books, to help them construct the buildings.9 One need look
only at The Palace (John Strachan’s house, 1818), The Grange (1817-18)
and Campbell House (1822)10 to realize that these very early examples
of Toronto mansions, constructed in the forested wilderness, were
probably designed by their owners and/or with the help of talented
tradesmen familiar with the Georgian architectural style popular back
in Britain.
Ewart shared the passion of the town’s amateur architects and
worked closely with them to build such long-lasting institutions as the
original Osgoode Hall, York General Hospital, St. Paul’s Roman
Catholic Church, the second Courthouse and Jail, the London
Courthouse and Jail, Upper Canada College, the Bank of Upper
Canada, and St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church. Besides being an
architect, Ewart was also a builder and contractor. For example, he
worked on the Third Parliament Buildings and was responsible for
the restoration of St. James’ Cathedral after a fire in 1839, even
though he was not its architect.
Ewart’s many talents enabled him to obtain the help of many of
the skilled tradesmen (the largest industry in the town at the time).
There is also evidence that he was able to work within a budget and
get the job done on time.
While some of the wealthy men in town designed and built
beautiful homes as a legacy of their own professional abilities and
lives, Ewart’s own home was torn down later in the century and
replaced by the city’s largest wholesale manufacturing firm of John
Macdonald.11 Ewart’s legacy is in his commissioned buildings and the
family he and his wife Jane raised. They experienced the uncertainty
of pioneer life in early ‘Muddy York’ after the cosmopolitan lifestyle
of London and New York City. They lived through the cholera
epidemics of the 1830s and the 1837 Rebellion. Jane experienced the
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worst of all life’s sorrows—outliving her husband and nine of her
eleven children before her death in the year of Confederation, 1867.
Some Notes to Help You Imagine the Life and Times
of John Ewart
In writing this book I wanted to help family historians,
architectural students and historians learn something new about the
early buildings and history of York and London. Family historians
will find the footnotes and bibliography helpful in searching out
information about their own ancestors from that era. Architectural
students and historians will find information collected about some of
the earliest Georgian, Regency and Gothic buildings of note in York
and London. Although there may be little new for academic
historians, the book pulls together sources to make a case for a
neglected part of Toronto history – who designed and built the
earliest buildings that showcased the influence and dreams of the first
settlers?
Architecture is a visual medium. I have included many
photographs and illustrations to help you see the impact of some of
these magnificent buildings on daily life. I also include some
illustrations to remind us all that these buildings were often
constructed in the forest or on the cleared farmlands of York and
London.
I will provide details of daily life in York where Ewart lived and
worked and also in London (Upper Canada) where he constructed
the first buildings in the town’s history. To help us comprehend such
details, I have used the words of people from that time. Ewart left no
diaries, journals or architectural drawings. Therefore, I have relied on
his colleagues and contemporaries to give us a sense of the language
and flavour of those times as well as insights into the man himself.
Without these quotes I believe it would be difficult to grasp the tone,
energy, politics, entrepreneurship, foresight and town life of early
York and London.
Present day street names will be used rather than the
cumbersome style of giving both original and current names. For
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example, Osgoode Hall’s location will be given on Queen Street
rather than Lot Street even though the street name was not changed
until 1844.12
I have placed endnotes at the end of each chapter rather than at
the bottom of each page so they will not get in the way of a ‘good
read’.
One of Toronto’s leading architectural historians, Eric Arthur,
described John Ewart as a “shadowy figure who appears sporadically
between 1824 and 1844” in his 1964 book Toronto: No Mean City.13
Subsequent research by some of Toronto’s current architectural
historians has evolved to the point where Ewart’s accomplishments
are acknowledged, but still largely unknown. This book aims to cast a
brighter light on Ewart’s work, achievements and character. He is a
substantial figure in Upper Canada from 1818 until his death in 1856,
at the age of 68. He can be legitimately recognized now as the first
professional architect of York and London.
Janet Ewart FitzGerald
Toronto, February 2005

1William

Dendy and William Kilbourn. (1886). Toronto Observed, p viii.
Talbot Page Grubbe in Janet Grubbe FitzGerald. (2001). The Grubb Pioneers of Etobicoke, p
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3 F.H. Armstrong. (1983). Toronto: The Place of Meeting, p 63.
4 Dictionary of Canadian Biography. Volume VIII, pp 280-282 “John Ewart”, by Marion
MacRae, p 280.
5 Marion MacRae. (1975). Hallowed Walls: Church Architecture of Upper Canada, p 83.
6 Nancy Zwart Tausky and Lynne Delehanty DiStefano. (1986). Victorian Architecture in
London and Southwestern Ontario, Symbols of Aspiration, p 12.
7 William Dendy and William Kilbourn. (1986). Toronto Observed, pp 26-27.
8 Ibid, page 25.
9 Ibid, pp 26-27.
10 Harold Kalman. (2000). A Concise History of Canadian Architecture, pp 125, 127.
11 J. Ross Robertson. (1974). Landmarks of Toronto, Volume 3 of 1898 original, p 110.
12 Leonard Wise and Allan Gould. (2000). Toronto Street Names, p 170.
13 Ibid, page 246.
2
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CHAPTER 1
The Early Years (1788-1818)
Ewart’s Early History
Origins and Early History of the Town of York
Physical Layout of the Town
Ewart’s New Neighbours
The Town in 1818-1819
Almost every book about early York prominently features the
Thomas Young lithograph of the town’s Second Courthouse and Jail.
The drawing shows the importance these authors give to the civic
buildings in the evolution of a great city. What is often missing is
acknowledgement that this York landmark was designed by John
Ewart, York’s first professional architect.

[TPL T-35162]
Thomas Yong’s lithograph in 1835 looking east along King Street from
Toronto Street is one of the most famous illustrations of early York. On
the left is Ewart’s jail (1827-1840), then his courthouse (1827-1853),
followed by St. James Church (1833-1849) which he rebuilt in 1839 after a
fire. The steeple was not built when the drawing was made.
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Stephen Otto has made a career of studying the architecture of
Toronto and Upper Canada. He is an eminent author who in 1983
updated Eric Arthur’s seminal Toronto: No Mean City, and who has
been heavily involved in the Ontario heritage conservation
movement. He says, “John Ewart is well worth studying. He would
have had a good grounding in design but professional architects were
just coming into their own at that time in England. They wouldn’t
have arrived in Toronto until after Ewart’s time.”14
In fact, it was not until 1837 that royal charters established the
Institute of British Architects to separate architects from builders.15
An equivalent body would not exist in Ontario until the late
nineteenth century. Within two years of Ewart’s arrival in Upper
Canada, there were only three architect-builders of note: “John Ewart
was at work in York, and Archibald Fraser and Thomas Rogers were
busy in Kingston.”16
Ewart has been credited with many projects, “among them, the
Court House, Jail, Parliament Buildings, Osgoode Hall, St. Andrew’s
Church of Scotland, and St. Paul’s Roman Catholic Church. He was
the first president of the York Mechanics’ Institute in 1830-31. His
youngest daughter Jane married Sir Oliver Mowat”17 the longest
serving provincial Premier in Canadian history. He also designed
and/or built the London Courthouse and Jail (Middlesex County),
Upper Canada College, the Bank of Upper Canada, York General
Hospital, and rebuilt St. James’ Church after a 1839 fire.
What kind of background, education and personal history leads a
Scottish immigrant from a small town in County East Lothian to
achieve so much in such a short time? What sort of town was York
when he arrived in 1818?
Ewart’s Early History
John Ewart was born on January 31, 1788 to William and
Margaret Ewart in Tranent, county East Lothian, Scotland,18 fourteen
kilometres from Edinburgh and within three kilometres of the
narrow sea inlet, the Firth of Forth. He was baptized in the Scottish
Presbyterian Church of which he would later become a leading

22…John Ewart Architect for a New World

member in his new parish in York. Other notable men from East
Lothian of the previous generation were Scottish designers John
Rennie and Peter Nicholson. Ewart’s own professional ambitions
would follow these leaders in architecture to Edinburgh and
eventually to London.19
Tranent was by far the largest village in the parish with a 1790’s
population of 1,300. It was substantially larger than the town of York
would be 30 years later when Ewart and his family immigrated to
Upper Canada. While Tranent was primarily an agricultural parish, it
was also a substantial mining community, and had been so since the
13th century. In total, more people were working in ‘trade’ jobs of
one sort or another than on the land. Three coal mines employed
some 350 men, women and children at the time of Ewart’s youth.20
Ewart was born into a family with a long history of working and
farming the land. His Uncle John Ewart (b.1763) was “a
contemporary of Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott. During the
uncle’s lifetime the transition from subsistence farming to
commercial production gathered momentum in the Lothians.
However, Uncle John became a brewer’s assistant in Haddington (age
11 years old) rather than work the land. He would know the town
from “trips to the market as a small boy with his father, who had
probably made several friends and contacts there.” That town had
3,000 people with traditional wool, linen and cloth factories, plus
many long established, rather primitive taverns.21
Literacy was widespread in the county of East Lothian where
Ewart grew up. Reading centred on the Bible and a few religious
tracts. It was the aim of John Knox and the reformers to see one
parochial school in each parish funded by the heritors (landowners)
but under the control of the church. This had been achieved in the
Lothians by the end of the 17th century. So the children of William
and Margaret Ewart may well have attended the parochial school.
Reading, writing and arithmetic were taught for fees of 1s 6d, 2 s, and
2s 6d per quarter, respectively. The fees and books for poor children
were met from a bequest left for that purpose. There were about 60
pupils for each schoolmaster. Attendance was voluntary, with
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absenteeism common whenever there was work to be done on the
farm.22
Nine-year old John Ewart may have been present at the Massacre
of Tranent on August 29, 1797. The 1797 Militia Act required local
military recruiting quotas in anticipation of a war with the French
revolutionary army. A “huge crowd of protesters, led by the miners,
gathered outside the inn where the conscription balloting station was
held and attacked the building. Troops were called in and the mob
was eventually quelled; eleven people were killed and twelve
wounded.”23 Ewart’s Uncle John (the brewer now in Tranent) and
Aunt Margaret probably kept safely indoors with their three children
while the troops were clearing the streets. It was a day they would
long remember and “they probably had a hard time in restraining the
curiosity of the children.”24 Whether our nine-year old John saw the
riot or not, it would have made a significant impression on his young
mind, at least until the 1837 Rebellion in Toronto.
In the surrounding areas of Tranent, Ewart would have seen
everything from the hilltop castles and manor houses to the elegance
and sophistication of the city of Edinburgh. Marion MacRae writes
that Ewart would have completed his apprenticeship in the building
trade and qualified as a free craftsman by the time of his marriage to
Jane Wilson on October 3, 1810. “Presumably he was employed on
construction projects in Edinburgh’s New Town [designed by Robert
Adams] but after 1811, like many other ambitious Scottish builders,
he moved to London, possibly in the hope of securing lucrative
commissions or recognition as an architect.”25 “Ewart stemmed from
the Scots background which had sent Watt, Nicolson, Telford and
the Rennies to London to join that milling reserve of building
practice, His Majesty’s Department of Works. As a group they were
inquisitive, inventive and prepared to experiment, generally basing
their imaginative flights on a good sound training in practical
building. John Ewart was a typical example of the export model of
the species.”26
Architects had no formal training in Ewart’s time other than
informal apprenticeships. One architect in 1909 said, “Then, if
students read Paley and Ryckman [sic], that was about all that was
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expected of them, aside from looking out the window when the boss
was out.”27 It was not until 1889 that the Toronto School of Practical
Science appointed the first lecturer in architecture.28
Along with an apprenticeship, many architects and builders
learned through books and working with more experienced
colleagues. There was a surprising wealth of reading material to help
these men. Although we know little of what Ewart might have read
himself, we do know that he owned a copy of Loudon’s 1833 book
Encyclopaedia of Cottage, Farm and Villa Architecture and
Furniture. This book bears Ewart’s signature and was later owned by
Toronto architect William Storm. It is now in the Rare Book
Collection at the University of Toronto.
Loudon’s book is a sample of what are called ‘pattern books’29.
These volumes provided detailed information and drawings on every
aspect of architecture and building. Whatever the books Ewart would
have owned in his library, it is clear that he had resources available to
him to help him in designing works of Georgian, Regency and
Gothic styles for churches, civic, health, education and residential
buildings.
While in London, John and Jane Ewart settled into St.
Marylebone parish, the home to many builders. London was
becoming the world’s largest city. John Nash was building The
Marylebone Estate at Regent’s Park and Regent Street. James Wyatt’s
Gothic style in Woolwich produced the castellated Royal Military
Academy. John Rennie’s Waterloo Bridge and Nicholson’s
publications of pattern books were all happening at the same time.30
The young couple were parents of six children, including sets of
twins and triplets. Four of the six children were to die young, of
unknown causes. Perhaps this sorrow combined with the economic
difficulties from the building slump after the Napoleonic war led the
Ewarts to emigrate to New York City. They would live there for well
over a year and would have seen some of the most ambitious
architecture in North America.31
Nothing is known of their time in New York. We can presume
that Ewart found work there and that he visited and studied the
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various styles of architecture in and around America’s greatest
commercial city. His understanding of colonial architecture in the
New York area would have influenced his own work in a much
smaller frontier town where the amount and quality of labour and
materials would constrain any designs he had conceived when he was
still in Britain.
We don’t know why the Ewarts chose to move to the British
Colony of Upper Canada rather than remain in republican America.32
Whether their move to York in 1818 was based on a desire to be with
other Scottish and English immigrants in a British colony or whether
he was invited by one of the town’s leading families is not known. It
is a fact, however, that Ewart took very little time to acquire property
and commissions to begin his work.
T.W. Magrath describes the passage from New York City to York
in the 1820s. The “inland navigation from New York…by the
delightful Hudson, and the canal to Oswego, occupies but four or
five days, with the advantage of seeing the most interesting parts of
the States. In short, the election, when practicable, is decidedly in
favour of the passage to New York from Liverpool [rather than via
Quebec and the St. Lawrence River], where merchant ships, (or
packets of the first class) with every accommodation that the most
luxurious person could desire, are always to be met with. The passage
in the best merchantmen can be engaged for twenty guineas33, with
every delicacy of the table, and spirits of all kinds, ad libitum. In the
noble packets, called Liners, the total charge, including wines of the
best description, is thirty-five guineas. If the emigrant has money to
spare, he can pass a few days agreeably at New York; if not, he has
the power of immediately removing his kit to the first steamer that
starts for Albany, a distance of 150 miles, to which place he will be
conveyed for nine shillings. His passage thence to Oswego, on the
lake Ontario, by Canal boat, all expenses included, will be 3£10s.; and
from Oswego to York 1£15s.; making a total cost, from New York
to York, the grand point of his destination, in either case, of 5£ 4s.”34
The rest of this book will look at Ewart’s legacies of design and
construction as well as his contributions to the civic development of
York and Toronto. There are conflicting sources of information on
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his time in the city because the records kept during this period are
sketchy at best, with none of Ewart’s personal papers to provide
guidance. We have several eminent authors crediting Ewart with
work that he could not possibly have done.35 A respected architectural
researcher and writer, Eric Arthur, claims that Ewart was “a shadowy
figure who appears sporadically between 1824 and 1844.36
Yet in his own time, Ewart was already recognized as a leading
figure. Henry Scadding writes in 1873 that Ewart was a “Scottish
emigrant who became a leading contractor in York. Among his
buildings were the Court House, Parliament Buildings and Osgoode
Hall. He was the first president of the Mechanics’ Institute in 1831
and became the father-in-law of Sir Oliver Mowat.”37 Stephen Otto
agrees that “Ewart was part of the early wave of carpenter builders.
He quickly moved on to building designs. He was intelligent and the
kind of man that would pull up his bootstraps to get the job done.
Later in his career he probably became a shareholder in various
building supply companies and along with his wharf spent more time
supplying the industry rather than doing the actual building. He
probably made more money at it too.”38
So what was York like for the young Ewart family upon their
arrival? What kind of government and military town was it? Who
were the leading people who would become his neighbours and
colleagues? Was it just a muddy York, or was there more to the little
town than what he might have expected?
Origins and Early History of the Town of York
When Ewart arrived in York in 1818, Toronto’s history as a town
was only 25 years old. This remarkable fact is often forgotten when
we think of modern Toronto. Before 1793, the land we know as
Toronto was a virgin forest.39
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[TPL BB 37]
Lieutenant R.E. Phillpotts’ (Royal Engineers) 1818 Map of the York area
shows the western harbour entrance with the main town on the eastern edge
of the shoreline. The peninsula that would become the Toronto Islands are
on the bottom. A storm separated the eastern end of the harbour from the
mainland in 1858 at Ashbridges Bay which completed severed the Toronto
Islands from the city. 1

In 1810 the town’s 600 inhabitants lived amongst only two brick
buildings (the legislature and Laurent Quetton St. George’s house on
King Street). The rest of the buildings were all constructed of wood.
Nineteen years after York was founded as a military and
administrative settlement, the War of 1812 put the town to the test
and it survived invasion by American troops and the burning down
of its legislative buildings. The town enjoyed an economic boom after
the war. There were food and other shortages in town partly because
of increased military buying and war shortages. This was quickly
followed by inflated prices on all goods. Shopkeepers were in a
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position to make small fortunes, and many of them did. A growing
middle class of tradesmen began to infuse new energy into the
unmotivated civil-servant society, and the frontier settlement
expanded quickly. New and finer homes were needed so that the
leading citizens could publicly display their wealth. Construction was
required for civic, hospital, educational, legal and religious edifices
that reflected a growing sense of importance for this small provincial
capital. The town was moving rapidly toward becoming a city and
required the expertise of immigrant architects, builders and
tradesmen to fulfil the demand.
This was the energized town that John Ewart would find upon
his arrival in 1818.
Physical Layout of the Town
York was divided into town lots and farm lots for houses and
shops south of Queen Street to the lake. North of Queen up to Bloor
Street were 100-acre park lots numbered westward from the Don
River. North of Bloor Street were 200-acre farm lots. “Land was
virtually the only thing the colonial government had to give its
settlers; and though its real worth was untested, it attracted many
people from Britain who had an almost mystical respect for land and
the status it conferred."40
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[TPL City of Toronto Map (east) 1834 cropped to highlight area shown]
Plan of the Town of York 1834 close up of land lots With Yonge Street on
the west, Parliament on the east and Queen (Lot) Street East on the north,
you can see the different sizes of land parcels that were available at the
time. You can also notice Ewart’s Wharf at the south-astern end of Church
Street, Ewart’s courthouse and jail on the north side of King Street
between Toronto and Church Streets, and the Bank of Upper Canada
building at the northeast corner of Duke and George Streets.

The early officials from Niagara-on-the-Lake were rewarded for
their move to the wilderness of York with grants of park lots41. The
most popular and valuable ones were just north of the town limits
and provided the kind of land people wanted on which to build their
large estates. “Virtually any of the early settlers were eligible for town
lots or farm lots. But the most important men in the colonial
establishment were granted park lots, which were intended to be
suburban estates—an appropriate setting for the colonial gentry.
From the 1820s on, the park lots were subdivided by their owners
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and profitably sold in building lots to create a series of new districts
for the town.”42
The waterfront was under provincial control until 185043, at which
time lots were awarded for the construction of wharves and
waterfront warehouses. Ewart would secure one of these lots after
many of the “founding aristocracy” (as Dendy and Kilbourn call
them)44 had their first chances.
Ewart’s New Neighbours
The early years of the nineteenth century saw the evolution of a
new class in York: the Family Compact. 45 It “derived from the
absence of British leadership in the colony. Provincial Administrators
were largely absent, and subsequent Lieutenant-Governor Francis
Gore was also absent from 1811-15, essentially the period of the War
of 1812.”46 York’s citizens were effectively left to govern themselves.
Under the leadership of Rev. John Strachan, a member of the Family
Compact, the York colonists successfully negotiated the end of
hostilities with the Americans.47
When Ewart’s family arrived in York in 1818, there were already
over 1,000 people in town, up considerably from 720 a few years
earlier. His trade brought him into contact with many of the most
powerful men in the town who had been here for most of the town’s
early history. Although York was relatively small, the Family
Compact and wealthy merchants had a reach far beyond the town’s
borders. Five of the most visible leaders were: Dr. W.W. Baldwin
(1775-1844), who would have the most contact with Ewart during his
career; William Allan (1772-1853), D’Arcy Boulton, Jr. (1785-1846),
Sir William Campbell (1758-1834), and John Strachan (1778-1867).
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Dr. William Warren
Baldwin48 immigrated to
Upper Canada from Ireland
in 1799 with his father,
brother and four sisters upon
the request of Peter Russell
(Simcoe’s
subsequent
administrator in the earliest
days of York). Baldwin
practiced medicine first and
then asked permission of the
Lieutenant Governor to
practice law as well, which
was granted. He conducted a
[TPL T-31037]
Lithograph of portrait by Théophile
school for boys and was a
Hamel ca 1830s.
leader in the later reform
movement which his son,
Robert, would eventually lead. His marriage to Phoebe Willcocks led
to their inheriting thousands of acres belonging to Peter Russell and
his cousin William Willcocks. Baldwin was an ‘amateur’ architect and
built his own home, ‘Spadina House,’ as well as laying out the
Spadina Avenue as a wide, tree-lined street beyond the town’s
northern border.
Ewart would meet with him on several projects including the
York Courthouse and Jail, Osgoode Hall and the Third Parliament
buildings. Baldwin was 13 years older and may well have been
Ewart’s introduction to the other townsmen likely to commission his
work.
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Robert Baldwin would have
been 14 or 15 years old when
Ewart first met him. Like his
father, Robert became an advocate
for the politics of ‘the vital centre.’
Robert would lead the triumph of
moderate Reform, west of the
Ottawa River, in the later 1840s. In
the
eyes
of
their
Tory
(conservative) opponents, the
Baldwins were among the few real
‘gentlemen’ who supported the
Reform, or more liberal, cause.49
[TPL T 13649]
Portrait by Théophile Hamel circa 1840s.

[TPL T-16678]
William Allan
Lieutenant Colonel William
Allan established the first
Customs House in York and
became the financial force of
the Family Compact.

William Allan was the economic
strategist and financial wizard behind the
Family Compact. He immigrated to
Montreal from Huntley, Aberdeenshire
in 1789 and worked his way to York in
1795. He opened a store that was looted
twice. These events actually helped him,
as
he
used
the
government
compensation for his losses as
investment capital. Ewart would work
on his home, Moss Park, as well as the
Bank of Upper Canada, of which Allan
was the President. During his career he
was also a postmaster, collector of
customs, militia officer, commissioner
of the Canada Company, president of
the
British
America
Assurance
Company, legislative and executive
counsellor and Canadian manager of the
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financial affairs of Edward Ellice, the prominent British financier and
politician.50
D’Arcy Boulton, Jr. built the first brick manor house, The
Grange, which survives to the present day. Built in 1817-18 during
the reconstruction period after the War of 1812, it was certainly one
of the first homes that Ewart would have seen upon his arrival. The
Grange was a symbol of the aristocratic society the town leaders
hoped to perpetuate by promoting a supremely romantic image of
colonial Toronto.51 Even though the roads to and from the house
were just as muddy as the rest of town, and it stood amongst
farmland, The Grange’s majesty nevertheless rose above all around it

[TPL T- 11141]
The Grange looking south toward the lake.

as a true beacon of what was possible in this small town. The
Grange was built before Ewart’s arrival but his awareness of its
grandeur and prominence could not be lost on the entrepreneurial
builder from Scotland.
Sir William Campbell was a leading jurist who had moved to
York in 1811. He was a judge of King’s Bench before becoming the
Chief Justice in 1825. Although his home was relocated to University
Avenue on the west side opposite Osgoode Hall on Queen Street in
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1972, it was originally at Frederick52 and Adelaide Streets. Ewart
would have seen the original construction of this mansion, as it was
not completed until 1822. Campbell would comment very favourably
on a number of Ewart’s designs, including Osgoode Hall and the
York Courthouse and Jail.

[TPL T 11161]
Sketch of Campbell House from J. Ross Robertson’s
Landmarks of Toronto.

The Reverend John Strachan (pronounced Strawn) was the first
Anglican Archbishop of Toronto and founder of Trinity College. He
was the spiritual and de facto leader of the Family Compact through
his church and political connections with the other families. His
home, The Palace, was completed in 1818. It would have been a
second elegant home which Ewart might have first noted upon his
arrival in the small town of otherwise wooden dwellings. Strachan
was from Aberdeen, Scotland and ordained in 1793 in Kingston,
Upper Canada.
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[TPL 11530]
The Palace was Rev. Strachan’s home on the present northwest
corner of University and Front Street.

Strachan married Ann McGill in 1807, the rich widow of fur
trader Andrew McGill. They built their ‘palace’ and entertained the
province’s wealthy and influential families. Strachan worked to
maintain the Anglican dominance over education and politics.53 One
of the reasons that Osgoode Hall was built by the Law Society of
Upper Canada, with Ewart as the architect, was to prevent Strachan
from taking over the legal education of lawyers through the university
he was developing.
Ewart’s arrival in York came at a turning point for the young
town. The war was over, the town was repairing the damage from the
Yankee invasion and the demand for housing and grander buildings
to reflect the town’s view of itself was increasing exponentially.
The Town in 1818 and 1819
Sailing into York harbour after the lake voyage from the U.S.,
Ewart would have rounded the sheltering peninsula near the ten-year
old hexagonal limestone Gibraltar Lighthouse built.54 Lt. George
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Phillpotts’ map (see early part of this chapter),55 drawn in that same
year, shows Queen Street as the dividing line of the city going west
from Yonge Street with large areas of cleared land to its north. The
most important street remained King, which goes on a diagonal to
Kingston Road, the rough road heading toward the Don River. The
rectangular block of houses and shops near the mouth of the Don
River was the old centre of the town, bounded by Berkeley, Jarvis,
Front, and Richmond Streets. Other less sparsely settled streets had
been laid out west of Yonge. The area between the present Jarvis and
Yonge was largely swamp, though it contained a dozen or more
houses and St. James’ Church. Queen Street was laid out as the
northerly boundary and ran as far east as Parliament Street. “In 1818,
York was only a city in miniature….”56
William Kilbourn describes the town as “a jauntier forest [that]
meets the eye: masts, rigging, sails, warehouses, and the bell-towers
on the docks. The waterfront was noisy. The fishwives in the fishmarket at the foot of Church Street cried their wares. The hammers
and saws of the shipwrights were busy on the hulls of new ships.
Captains of small ships, the truckers and taxi-men of their day, loudly
offered to carry freight or cattle or passengers to any of the hundred
tiny ports and creeks on the lake.”57

[TPL T-12567]
We do not know where Ewart landed in York, but upon docking in the harbour
he would have passed by the newer Western frontage of the town featured in this
circa 1815 drawing. Looking north from the lake to Peter Street on the left and
John Street on the right he would have seen, from left to right: the Crookshank
and John Beikie homes, the military storehouse in the foreground, and the
Halfway Tavern on the right that served mostly the Garrison soldiers..1
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The “presence of government officials, officers of the army and
navy, and other ‘gentlemen’, gave a higher tone to social life than was
usually to be found elsewhere during the early period of settlement.
…Both women and men were fond of visiting their friends and
associates, and such calls, especially on New Year’s Day, were of a
much more formal nature than visits in the rural districts, where the
elements of spontaneity and surprise predominated in the
interchange of civilities. Class distinctions were very rigid in the early
days, and the fashionable society of these first towns was restricted to
a comparatively small section of the population. The military and
civilians alike were fond of horse-racing and field sports, fishing and
sailing, football and cricket in the summer, and of skating and
caroling in winter; while at all seasons dancing, chess, whist, wine and
conversation served to while away the time.”58
The postwar years saw the legislators of York and Upper Canada
trying to limit the number of immigrants from the United States.
Ewart and his family were part of an influx of British immigrants
who increased the population of York from 720 in 1816 to 1,270 in
1821. The first significant wave of British immigrants, however,
would not arrive until the late 1820s and early 1830s reaching a peak
in 1832, when 66,000 new immigrants arived in Upper Canada.59 The
ongoing immigration was aided by books encouraging Britons to
leave the homeland for a colony with real promise of economic
success combined with adventure. One such book was Robert
Gourlay’s 1822 publication, Statistical Account of Upper Canada. He
uses 630 pages to covers all aspects of living in Upper Canada based
on his years in York at the turn of the century.
By June of 1818, Ewart had purchased the Custom House
Reserve on the waterfront just west of Yonge Street. He also
acquired his own wharf lot at the base of east side of Church Street
just beside that of D’Arcy Boulton, Jr., owner of The Grange.60 He
clearly arrived in York with funds saved up from his time in London
and New York City and invested wisely in the most precious
commodity of the time: land and water access.
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[TPL City of Toronto March 30 1839]
Ewart’s water lots as shown on the Plan of the Town of York 1839. The first
is a reserve for the Custom House in Ewart’s name and the second is the
wharf lot just east of the bottom of Church Street. The street labelled “O”
just above the water lots was a 100 foot wide esplanade.

Both of Ewart’s purchases are still evident twenty years later on
the Toronto Map of 1839.61 What happened to Ewart during those
twenty years? What buildings was he involved with and how did his
family grow in the early years of Toronto’s history? How did the
Family Compact help or hinder his work and who were the people he
worked with to secure his own family’s future and also that of our
growing town of York?
To begin to answer these questions, we end this chapter with
Ewart’s first land acquisition through his petition, on 1 June 1819, to
the Lieutenant Governor of Upper Canada (JF Collection). This is
also the first signature of John Ewart known to exist:
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[LAC C-001888 E12/26]
Land Petition to Sir Peregrine Maitland, Lieutenant Governor of Upper Canada on
June 1, 1819.
To His Excellency, Sir Perigrine Maitland, Lieutenant-Governor of the province of
Upper Canada, and Major General commanding His Majesty’s forces therein. In
Council, The Petition of John Ewart, of the Town of York – Carpenter – Humbly

40…John Ewart Architect for a New World
Herewith – That Your Excellency’s Petitioner is a native of East Lothian Scotland,
and has just arrived in this Province, has a wife and two children, and has the
means of cultivating 200 acres of lands, has taken and subscribed the oath of
allegiance, and has never received any Land or order for Land from the Crown.
Wherefore humbly prays that Your Excellency may be pleased to Grant him such
portion of the waste Lands of the Crown as to Your Excellency may seem meet
and as in duty bound will ever pray. (Signed John Ewart)62
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