
56  QUEEN STR EET

Port Hope  Town Hall
c i rca  1851-53  

Neo-Class i c

heritage port hope  advisory committee

architectural description�

�

Date  Designated :  June  27 ,  1994  to  By -Law No.  

21/94 ,  SCHEDULE B-1

Lo t  D e sc r ip t i on :  PT 51  (PART O F ORI G INAL 

TOWN LOTS S  48 ,  49 ,  50

S et on a high stone basement,  the arcaded 
e f fec t  o f  th is  ground f loor opening i s  
preserved with the elegant centre entrance to 
i ts  seven-bay pi lastered front .  The notable 
t r e a t m e n t o f  t h i s  c e n t r e p i e c e w i t h 
round-headed fanl ighted t ransom to a 
handsome pair  of  doors and bracketed canopy 
is  compl imented by a Venet ian or Wyatt  
window above.  This  civic  building,  designed in 
the neo-c lass ic  inspirat ion of  the ear ly 
Victorian period,  has,  with its  capped pilasters 
of  the front,  a  feel ing from the Greek revival ,  
the canopy to the entrance a touch of  
Ital ianate.  

Brickwork and stone dressings belong to the 
original  building,  as  do the hipped roof  form 
with ornamental  cornice to the eaves and 

survivors of  the end chimney s tacks .  The 
central  cupola,  octagonal  in form, is  set  on a 
high stepped base of  such plan;  the widely 
louvred faces a l ternate ly punctured with 
four-paned,  heavi ly  mul l ioned transomed 
windows and adorned with Roman numerated 
c lock faces to the cardinal  points .  Louvred 
panels  are separated by small  s lender Roman 
Doric  colonettes with plan shafts  having a 
s l ight ly  exaggerated entas is .  These columns 
support  a  bold cornice with denticulated frieze 
carrying a metal-t i led roof,  octagonal  in plan,  
but extended in an ogre shape to an upper 
cornice surmounted by a cast  iron balustrade 
and central  f lag staff .  

Changes after  the 1893 f ire were el imination 
of  the indoor market  from the f irst  f loor.  The 
French doors were replaced by one over one 
double hung sash and the steps were removed 
from the f irst  f loor to the ground except for  
the main entrance.  The second f loor windows 
were changed f rom twelve over twelve 
double-hung window to one over one double 
hung sash transom. The eventual  restoration 
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The mult i -paned sash would do much to 
enhance the design of  this  building.  However,  
L.A.C.A.C.  has approved the restoration of  the 
Town Hall  to the period fol lowing the f ire  in 
1893.  The interior  is  basical ly  a  centre hal l  
plan,  notable  throughout for  i ts  wainscoting 
and recessed door-cases with single leaf ,  f ive 
panelled doors with moulded trim. The central  
hall  contains a moulded wooden staircase with 
square-edged ba lusters and newel  post .  
Occupying the entire north end of  the second 
storey is  the Chamber or Council  Room, with 
its  vast  f loor space,  high cei l ing and f ive foot  
wainscoting.  

I n 1834,  Port  Hope was incorporated as a  
Town by an Act  of  Parl iament,  which provided 
for the establishment of  a  police and public  
market.  For electoral  purposes,  the Town was 
divided into four wards each of  which had an 
e lec ted representat ive .  The Munic ipa l  
Institutions Act  of  1849 el iminated the Police 
Board and establ ished a Mayor and Town 
Council .  Prior to the occupancy of  the Town 
Hall ,  the council  had no formal meeting place.  
The f irst  Town Council  held meetings at  the 
Gi l le t t  Pat terson Block (29-33 Walton 
Street) .  The need for a  Town Hall  and Market  
Bui lding was apparent so the Town of  Port  
Hope purchased from Elias P.  Smith town plot  
lots  48,  49 and 50 for the proposed Town Hall  
and Market  Bui ld ing .  Merwin Aust in ,  a  
Rochester archi tect ,  was commiss ioned to 
design the new building.  

Merwin Austin came to Rochester about 1845 
and became an influential  architect  in that  city  
dur ing the ensuing decades .  As Aust in 's  
prominence rose in Rochester,  by 1850,  he was 
commissioned to des ign the Second Monroe 
County Courthouse.  The f irst  courthouse had 
been bui l t  c i rca 1821-1822 and served the 
rapidly expanding populat ion.  However by 
1849,  the need for a  new, larger courthouse 
was ev ident .  The corners tone for the 
courthouse was laid on June 20,  1850 on the 
corner of  West  Main and Fi tzhugh Streets .  
Undoubtedly,  i t  was this  important commission 
that  brought Merwin Austin to the attention of  
the civic  leaders of  Port  Hope.  Both buildings 
d isp lay character i s t i cs  o f  neo-c lass ic  
inspirat ion typica l  o f  ear ly  Victor ian c iv ic  
buildings.

The building contract  for  the Town Hall  was 
awarded to Phil ip Fox for ten thousand dollars.  
The cornerstone for the new building was laid 
on September 9,  1851 amongst  much fanfare.  
Process ions to the s i te  of  the new bui lding 
were made by two bands,  the f ire  companies in 
the ir  uni forms,  the Sons of  Temperance ,  
members of  the St.  George's ,  St .  Andrew's,  St .  
Patr ick 's ,  Orange Lodge and Masonic Order,  
the clergy,  Mayor James Smith,  M.P.P,  and the 
archi tect  o f  the bui ld ing,  Merwin Aust in .  
Thomas Gibbs Ridout,  Deputy Provincial  Grand 
Master ,  la id the cornerstone.  The evening 
concluded with a d inner for  one hundred 
guests  held at  the newly constructed Robert  
Charles Smith Block (48-60 Walton Street) .

The building was completed in 1853 at  a  cost  of  
nearly $30,000, three t imes the estimate of  the 
original  contract  causing the builder f inancial  
ruin.  A clock and bell  were added in 1855.  H.  S.  
Perry of  New York provided the clock.  

Town Halls  in the early towns and vi l lages of  
Ontario housed not only the council  chambers 
and a courthouse,  but  were also combined with 
a market  to form a market  square or c iv ic  
centre.  The ground f loor housed the market  
area and the counci l  chamber or hal l  was 
located on the second f loor.  Unti l  the Music 
Hall  was built  in 1871 (85 Walton Street) ,  
the Town Hall  was used for the Town's  social  
act iv i t ies  and for musica l  enterta inment .  
Reports  in the local  paper,  however,  suggested 
the Hal l  was not  adequately appointed with 
furnishings and furniture for  such events.  

On February 3rd,  1893,  the bui ld ing was 
completely gutted by a f ire  that  began in the 
northeast  corner of  the bui lding.  The wal ls  
were left  standing but most  of  the t imberwork 
and wood f inish were destroyed.  The Town 
clock and bell  were destroyed as well .  Toronto 
architect  Samuel  George Curry,  a  native of  Port  
Hope,  was hired to oversee rebuilding of  the 
Town Hal l .  Within a year ,  the bui lding was 
reconstructed and reoccupied by Town Council  
on February 26th,  1894.  

There were a number of  changes made to the 
original  design.  The buildings original  multi  
purpose use as a  market,  police headquarters 
and lockup,  town off ice and public  hall  was 
altered.  Council  chamber,  which doubled as a  

historical abstract�

�

heritage port hope  advisory committee



architectural detail�

�

56 QUEEN STR EETP ORT H OPE TOWN HALL ,  

c i rca  1851-53 Neo-Class i c

heritage port hope  advisory committee

courthouse and assembly space,  was relocated 
to the north end of  the second f loor.  Most  of  
the covered market  space was removed which 
resulted in the f i l l ing in of  various openings or 
convers ions  of  doorways  to  windows on the  
ground f loor.  

Exterior changes included the roof,  which was 
replaced by a steeper pitched hip roof,  and the 
old clock and bell  tower were replaced with a 
h i g h e r  a n d  p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  l e s s  p l e a s i n g  
structure.  Later,  seven of  the eight  chimneys 
were removed,  leaving a furnace stack on the 
north side.  

C h a n g e s  i n  t h e  f e n e s t r a t i o n  i n c l u d e  t h e  
replacement  of  the  upper  s torey  twelve  over  
twelve  double-hung sash  wi th  one-over-one  
double  hung sash  and transom.  The  centre  
Venet ian  window on the  second s torey  was  
replaced with  transom and s ingle  pane sash.  
On the  f i rs t  s torey ,  the  g lazed doors  within  
each entrance arch were replaced by a single 
p a n e  c a s e m e n t  s a s h ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  
accompanying radiating fanlights remain.  The 
f e n e s t r a t i o n  o n  t h e  n o r t h  e n d  u n d e r w e n t  
considerable alteration that  broke the pattern 
of  fenestration and subsequently the harmony 
of  the building.  The round-headed doorway in 
the  rear  was  e l iminated as  were  the  wooden 
steps approaching each of  the entranceways to 
the shops within.  

The  Port  Hope Town Hal l  has  remained the  
focal  point  for  polit ical ,  social  and commercial  
activit ies  within the town.  Several  prominent 
guests  have  v is i ted  Port  Hope 's  Town Hal l  
throughout  the years .  In  1860,  the Prince of  
Wales,  later  to become King Edward VII,  paid a 
b r i e f  v i s i t ,  a n d  i n  1 8 7 9  P r i n c e s s  L o u i s e ,  
daughter of  Queen Victoria,  and her husband 
the Governor General ,  Marquis of  Lome visited 
the building.  In 1889,  Sir  John A.  MacDonald,  
Prime Minister  of  Canada,  participated in the 
ceremony  to  unve i l  the  s ta tue  o f  Co lone l  
A r t h u r  T r e f u s i s  H e n e a g e  W i l l i a m s  i n  t h e  
Market  Square (56 Queen Street).  In 1991,  a  
Coat of  Arms was granted to the town by the 
C h i e f  H e r a l d  o f  C a n a d a ,  a n d  f o r m a l l y  
p r e s e n t e d  b y  G o v e r n o r  G e n e r a l  R a m o n  
Hnatyshyn in June 1992.  

The central  cupola  is  octagonal  in  form set  on a  
high stepped base with louvred panels  separated by 
smal l  s lender  co lonet tes  with  p la in  shaf ts .  The  
colonettes support  a bold cornice carrying a metal  
t i led roof  octagonal in plan,  but extended in an ogre 
shape to an upper cornice surmounted by a cast  iron 
balustrade.
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