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STAFF REPORT 
ACTION REQUIRED   

251 King Street East (The National Hotel) – Demolition of 
a Designated Heritage Property   

Date: October 5, 2009 

To: 
Toronto Preservation Board 
Toronto and East York Community Council 

From: Director, Policy and Research, City Planning Division 

Wards: Ward 28  - Toronto Centre-Rosedale 

Reference 
Number:  

 

SUMMARY 

 

This report recommends that City Council refuse the proposed demolition of the 
designated heritage property at 251 King Street East.  

The rezoning application for this property seeks permission for a 17-storey residential 
building to be constructed on the lands know municipally as 251-255 King Street East 
and 37 Sherbourne Street. The proposal includes the demolition through disassembly of 
the entire heritage building, and the reconstruction using salvaged materials of the north 
and west elevations of the heritage building, for incorporation as part of the new 
development.  In accordance with the Parks Canada document “Standards and Guidelines 
for the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada” endorsed by City Council, staff do not 
consider this approach to be a legitimate conservation strategy given the extent of 
alteration proposed and the potential for rehabilitation of the resource. As such, staff 
cannot support the proposed demolition.     

Located within the original 10 blocks of the Town of York, Toronto’s birthplace, the 
further impact of a 17 storey tower on this site and on the broader heritage context of the 
Old Town neighbourhood, is a significant issue of concern that staff has raised 
throughout their review of this application. Staff advise that further development 
intensification that proposes height significantly above that which is historically 
characteristic of this neighbourhood, should reasonably be assessed in the context of a 
Heritage Conservation District Study for this area.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
The City Planning Division recommends that:  

1. City Council refuse the demolition of the designated property at 251 King Street 
East under s. 34(1) of the Ontario Heritage Act as proposed in the rezoning 
application No. 08 186000 STE 28 OZ for the development of lands at 251-255 
King Street East and 37 Sherbourne Street, in accordance with plans and drawings 
prepared by TACT Design Inc., dated July 21, 2008 with final revisions dated 
May 20, 2009;  

2. Should City Council approve the proposed rezoning application No. 08 186000 
STE 28 OZ for the development of lands at 251-255 King Street East and 37 
Sherbourne Street, including the demolition of the entire heritage structure at 251 
King Street East and the reconstruction of the north and west facades, the 
following conditions be required prior to the submission of the Bill to City 
Council for enactment:  

a. the applicant shall retain a consultant archaeologist, licensed by the 
Ministry of Culture under the provisions of the Ontario Heritage Act 
(R.S.O 1990 as amended) to carry out a Stage 1 archaeological assessment 
of the entire development property and follow through on 
recommendations to mitigate, through preservation or resource removal 
and documentation, adverse impacts to any significant archaeological 
resources found. The assessment is to be completed in accordance with the 
Final Draft – Standards and Guidelines for Consulting Archaeologists, 
September 2006, Ministry of Culture;  

b. should the archaeological assessment process continue beyond a Stage 1 
assessment, any recommendations for Stages 2 - 4 mitigation strategies 
must be reviewed and approved by Heritage Preservation Services prior to 
commencement of the site mitigation;  

c. the consultant archaeologist shall submit a copy of the relevant assessment 
report(s) to the Heritage Preservation Services Unit in both hard copy 
format and as an Acrobat PDF file on compact disk;  

d. no demolition, construction, grading or other soil disturbances shall take 
place on the subject property prior to the City’s Planning Division 
(Heritage Preservation Services Unit) and the Ministry of Culture 
(Heritage Operations Unit) confirming in writing that all archaeological 
licensing and technical review requirements have been satisfied.   

Financial Impact 
There are no financial implications resulting from the adoption of this report. 
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DECISION HISTORY 
The property at 251 King Street East was listed on the City of Toronto Inventory of 
Heritage Properties on June 20, 1973.    

In response to applications for rezoning and site plan approval submitted on July 21, 
2008 for the subject site, a preliminary report (July 28, 2008) from the Acting Director of 
Community Planning, Toronto and East York District was considered by Toronto and 
East York Community Council at its meeting on July 7, 2008, and by City Council at its 
meeting on July 15, 2008.  

Following an appeal by the applicant to the Ontario Municipal Board on June 12, 2009, 
to Council’s failure to approve the applications, the applicant submitted on June 18 and 
19, 2009, applications to demolish the listed heritage property under the Ontario Building 
Code and under the Ontario Heritage Act respectively.  

In response to the application to demolish, following consultation by staff with the 
Toronto Preservation Board at its meeting on August 5, 2009, City Council at its meeting 
on August 5 and 6, 2009, stated its intention to designate the property at 251 King Street 
East under Part IV, Section 29 of the Ontario Heritage Act.  No objections to this 
designation were received by the City Clerk’s Office.  Also, while no formal application 
has yet been received by Heritage Preservation Services for the demolition of the 
designated property, the applicant has indicated in writing their intention to proceed to 
seek Planning approvals for the proposed development despite Council’s designation of 
the property.  

At its meeting of September 24, 2009, the Toronto Preservation Board considered a 
report (September 11, 2009) from the Director of Policy and Research, City Planning 
Division requesting an amendment to the study area boundary for the St. Lawrence 
Heritage Conservation District Study Area.  

ISSUE BACKGROUND 
The rectangular development site is located on the southeast corner of King Street East 
and Sherbourne Street, and is approximately 850 square metres in area (Attachment No. 
4). The site is currently occupied by three buildings: the three-storey heritage property 
directly at the corner at 251 King Street East (Attachment No.1); a two-storey building at 
253-255 King Street East with retail at grade and commercial above; and a two-storey 
commercial building at 37 Sherbourne Street.  A public lane extends along the southern 
boundary of the development site.  

The site is zoned as RA (Reinvestment Area) which permits a number of residential uses, 
with a height limit of 30 metres. The applicant seeks to amend the zoning by-law to allow 
for the proposed building height of 48.50 metres.  Further, the zoning by-law limits the 
height of buildings at the lot line to16 metres, above which an angular plane of 44 
degrees is to be maintained. Reductions in the angular plane, setback and outdoor 
amenity space requirements are also being sought. 
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The proposal is for a 17-storey condominium with 138 residential units and retail at grade 
and six levels of underground parking. The main entrance to the new building will be 
located on King Street East. Vehicular access to the new building and underground 
parking is proposed on the south side of the development site via the existing laneway.   

The heritage property at 251 King Street East is proposed to be demolished through 
documentation and disassembly of the entire structure. The north and west walls are to be 
accurately reconstructed using salvaged materials to form part of the King Street and 
Sherbourne Street elevations of the project (Attachment Nos. 5, 6).  Demolition is 
proposed primarily because of the poor condition of the existing building masonry and its 
subsequent inability to withstand the impact of vibration resulting from the development 
excavation for the six levels of underground parking. The most significant deterioration 
appears as heavy pitting on the north and west elevations likely resulting from the use of 
sand blasting or high pressure water to remove paint or dirt.   

COMMENTS 

Cultural Heritage Value  
The property at 251 King Street East is designated under Part IV, Section 29 of the 
Ontario Heritage Act for its design, contextual and associative values (Attachment No.2).  
Constructed as the Grand Central Hotel, the existing structure was built in two parts: the 
north end completed in 1878 by unknown; and the rear addition to the south completed in 
1905 by Henry Simpson.  The present building is purportedly the only surviving hotel in 
the original Town of York that is recognized on the City’s heritage inventory. It 
contributes to the existing historical character of the original Town of York 
neighbourhood as a predominant landmark and anchor building on the southeast corner of 
King Street and Sherbourne Street.   King Street being the former Main Street of the 
original townsite, it is here that historically landmark commercial and institutional 
buildings located.   

Architecturally, the National Hotel is most noteworthy for the Classical detailing that was 
added when the building was extended to the south in 1905. These highly crafted 
elements of Edwardian Classicism are linked to the Toronto architect Henry Simpson, 
considered by some to be among the best known of Toronto architects in the turn of the 
century era of building expansion in the City.  The specific heritage attributes associated 
with the property’s cultural heritage value are identified in Attachment No. 3. 

Heritage Impact Statement (HIS) 
ERA Architects Inc. prepared the Heritage Impact Statement (July 21, 2008) required as 
part of the development application for the subject site.  Staff reviewed this document as 
well as a supplemental HIS, also produced by ERA Architects and dated May 14, 2009. 
The supplemental HIS was prepared in response to the concerns raised by staff regarding 
the broader impact of the proposed development on the heritage character of the area.  
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The Heritage Impact Statement (July 21, 2008) describes the three methods of 
“rehabilitation” of the heritage resource that were considered by the heritage consultant:   

 
Retain and protect the entire structure; 

 
Retain and protect the principal north and west façades only; and 

 
Rebuild the principal north and west façades following demolition of the 
complete structure.  

Retention of the entire structure is not recommended by the consultant as a viable option 
because of the limitations it would place on the programmatic requirement of the project 
to provide underground parking.  In addition, the substantial treatment required to reduce 
the rate of brick deterioration is considered a significant deterrent.  (Note: Alternative or 
recommended method(s) of treatment to stabilize the deterioration of the brick are not 
discussed in the HIS.)  

In the HIS, retention of only the principal north and west façade in situ is not proposed 
due to the “extensive and costly coordination of temporary shoring structure” and the 
substantial treatment required to reduce the rate of brick deterioration.  

The recommended option outlined in the HIS is to rebuild the principal north and west 
elevations using as much original material as can be salvaged from the dismantling 
process. It is proposed that this method conserves original building fabric and heritage 
attributes, and incorporates (the principal) elevations within new structure to 
accommodate the mixed-use program.  While the report acknowledges a conservation 
approach typically includes minimal intervention, the recommended option is proposed 
as a responsible method of rehabilitation for the following reasons (pg.20):  

 

To accommodate the new structure above the existing building and parking 
garage below the existing building; 

 

To prevent the continued deterioration of the severely damaged brick units of the 
principal elevation; and 

 

To acknowledge the community concern to address the neglected appearance of 
the building.  

The May 14, 2009 Supplemental Heritage Impact Statement, prepared by ERA Architects 
Inc., argues against any negative impact by the proposed development on the original 10 
blocks comprising the original Town of York. The significant redevelopment that has 
already occurred in this area, and the few original heritage buildings that remain, are 
presented as justification for the proposed development. The report does not address the 
neighbourhood context beyond the original ten blocks, namely the more broadly defined 
Old Town neighbourhood. 
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Community Feedback 
On September 24, 2008 the subject development application was considered by the 
Design Review Panel, an independent panel of design professionals that provide 
objective advice on matters of design that affect the public realm, including the design of 
proposed buildings, streets, parks and open spaces. Their input is integrated as an 
additional stream of consultation within the existing framework of development review in 
the City, to provide advice to staff involved in this process.   

One of three questions the Design Review Panel was asked to consider was how well the 
heritage building was integrated within the new proposal. The response of the Panel was 
that further design work was needed to improve the integration of the two and 
specifically that clearer articulation of the new construction from the existing heritage 
building was needed. Suggestions were made for increasing the visual contrast between 
the new development and the heritage building. Suggestions included:  

 

creating a material difference between new and old; 

 

re-examining the almost equal balance in height between the heritage building 
and the podium height above it with a view to increasing the contrast between the 
two; 

 

creating greater contrast by increasing the reveal separating the two portions 
and/or by setting the new building back from the plane of the heritage building; 

 

maintaining the integrity of the existing openings in the heritage building.  

The panel did not question the integration of the heritage resource through reconstruction 
and felt the building was significant for contextual reasons rather than as an architectural 
landmark.   

A community consultation meeting was held on November 6, 2008 to discuss the 
proposed development application. Approximately 100 members of the public attended. 
Strong opposition to the application was expressed with a significant point of concern 
being the loss of the heritage resource. 

Engineering Assessment 
In response to the comments received from staff and the public, an engineering 
assessment prepared by Halcrowes Yolles and dated February 20, 2009 was submitted to 
the City for review (Attachment No.9).  The report indicates that while in principle the 
incorporation of the north and west façades into the new development can be achieved by 
either supporting them in place throughout the period of construction or by disassembling 
them, the latter is proposed as the only realistic and “most practical” option.  The report 
indicates that supporting the existing façade in place would require the construction of a 
support frame prior to the demolition of the rest of the building.  This is only effective 
when the façade has a reasonably high degree of innate structural integrity to resist the 
effects of vibration and other types of loads.  The report indicates that due to the poor 
condition of the masonry the façades lack this integrity. The report advises that even with 
the treatment of localized areas to strengthen the mortar joints for example, there would 
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be no guarantee this would protect the stability of the façade once the supporting system 
is removed.  The engineering report prepared by Halcrowes Yolles indicates the most 
significant threat to the building during construction is from the vibrations resulting from 
the excavation of the parking into the rock beneath the site. 

Staff Response 
The engineering report and the Heritage Impact Statements do not suggest the heritage 
building is in any way structurally unsound, or that it cannot be stabilized using 
appropriate methods to repair the masonry and foundation to allow the building to 
survive in situ well into the future. In this respect, the proposed demolition of the heritage 
structure is entirely predicated on the development proposal.  Further rationale for the 
dismantling and reconstruction of the heritage resource provided in the submissions on 
behalf of the applicant include: to provide for an “aesthetically superior façade consistent 
with the neighbourhood’s streetscape”; and to “prevent the continued deterioration of the 
severely damaged brick units”.    

These reasons are not consistent with recognized standards for heritage conservation. The 
Parks Canada document “Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic 
Places in Canada”, does not consider reconstruction of entire structures as a method of 
conservation.  At most, rehabilitation may include the replacement of missing elements, 
or as in the case of masonry that may be too deteriorated to repair, the replacement 
(reproduction) of large sections of a wall, for example. The proposal here goes well 
beyond this suggesting the complete disassembly of the building.   

With regard to the impacts of the proposed development on the broader context, the Old 
Town unarguably represents the City’s most historic neighbourhood.  Development 
within this neighbourhood should be assessed within a planning framework designed to 
protect the heritage character of this area.  Staff feel strongly that the study of the Old 
Town neighbourhood including, but not limited to, the original ten blocks of the Town of 
York as a Heritage Conservation District Study area, must be a priority given the pace 
and scale of redevelopment in this neighbourhood and the potential threat it poses to the 
conservation both of individual resources and of the identity of this neighbourhood as a 
place of significant cultural heritage value.   

The Councillor’s office and Heritage Preservation Services are currently working toward 
the preparation of an HCD study that can inform development in the Old Town. Funds 
have recently been secured to fund this study. It is anticipated that the study will be 
initiated early in 2010.  In the absence of this study at the present time, staff is prepared 
to consider the proposed additional height if the applicant agrees to undertake a 
conservation strategy that retains at least the two principal façades of the heritage 
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building in situ.  Further modification is also required to the built form and massing of 
the proposed development in response to the comments received from the Design Review 
Panel, to provide clear articulation of the new construction from the existing heritage 
building. In this regard, it is essential that the north and west elevation of the heritage 
structure read as part of its own three-dimensional volume, while balancing the need to 
visually and functionally integrate the heritage building in the new development.   

CONTACT 
Mary L. MacDonald 
Acting Manager, Heritage Preservation Services 
Telephone: 416-338-1079 
Fax:  416 392-1973 
E-mail:  mmacdon7@toronto.ca

   

SIGNATURE     

_______________________________ 
Barbara Leonhardt 
Director, Policy and Research 
City Planning Division  

[P:2009\Cluster B\PLN\HPS\te 11 10 09\teHPS24]   

ATTACHMENTS 
Attachment No. 1 – Location Map 
Attachment No. 2 – Photographs 
Attachment No. 3 – Reasons for Designation (Statement of Significance) 
Attachment No. 4 – Site Plan 
Attachment No. 5 – North Elevation  
Attachment No. 6 – West Elevation  
Attachment No. 7 – South Elevation   
Attachment No. 8 – East Elevation 
Attachment No. 9 – Engineering Report     
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LOCATION MAP: 251 KING STREET EAST  ATTACHMENT NO. 1    

    

The arrow marks the location of the subject property 
at the southeast corner of King Street East & Sherbourne Street  

This map is for information purposes only 
The exact boundaries of the property are not shown 
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PHOTOGRAPH: 251 KING STREET EAST           ATTACHMENT NO. 2           

   

251 King Street East, 1972.      
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REASONS FOR DESIGNATION: 251 KING STREET EAST    ATTACHMENT NO. 3  

Reasons for Designation  

Description 
The property at 251 King Street East is worthy of designation under Part IV, Section 29 
of the Ontario Heritage Act, and meets the criteria for municipal designation prescribed 
by the Province of Ontario under the three categories of design, associative and 
contextual value.  Located on the southeast corner of King Street East and Sherbourne 
Street, the property contains a three-storey hotel.  In 1973, the site was listed on the 
inaugural City of Toronto Inventory of Heritage Properties.   

Statement of Cultural Heritage Value 
Historically, the property has been associated with inn keeping since the mid 1800s, and 
the present building is purportedly the oldest surviving hotel in the original Town of York 
that is recognized on the City’s heritage inventory.  In the 1870s, William Burke operated 
the Grand Central Hotel on-site.  By the close of the 19th century, the operation was 
known as the National Hotel, and continued in business under this name through the post-
World War II era.  In 1905, the building was extended by a rear (south) addition.  

The National Hotel was updated with highly crafted elements of Edwardian Classicism, 
the most popular style of the era that was favoured particularly for commercial and 
residential buildings.  The National Hotel displays key elements of the style in the 
extended and decorated cornice marking the facades along King Street East and 
Sherbourne Street, the oversized voussoirs and keystones highlighting the round-arched 
door and window openings, and the other Classical detailing.   

With the Classical updates added after 1900, the National Hotel is linked to the practice 
of Toronto architect Henry Simpson, who was eulogized as “one of the best known of 
Toronto architects in the era of building expansion” (Obituary, Henry Simpson, Toronto 
Star, December 17, 1926).  Simpson began his architectural career as an apprentice to the 
prominent Toronto architect, E. J. Lennox before receiving further training in New York 
City.  Returning to Toronto in 1888, Simpson’s designs included the landmark Metallic 
Roofing Company of Canada’s Pressed Metal Showroom in Toronto.   While Simpson 
embarked on short-term partnerships with other architects, most of his portfolio involved 
individual commissions, including the updates to the National Hotel.  Simpson’s name 
appears on the building permit for the addition to the 19th century building, and it is 
probable that this project included alterations to the original structure where the entrances 
complemented the Classically detailed door surround introduced on the south wing.  

The National Hotel also contributes to the existing historical character of the original 
Town of York neighbourhood.  Following the founding of York (Toronto) in 1793, a 10-
block townsite was established with King Street as the community’s “Main Street”.  The 
street linked the government and military precincts adjoining the town, and divided the 
industrial sector to the south from the residential area to the north.  King Street was the 
location of the Town’s landmark commercial and institutional buildings, and continued as 
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a financial and business sector through the 19th century.  The prominent intersections of 
Jarvis and Sherbourne streets attracted banks and hotels, with the hostelry historically 
known as the National Hotel as a predominant anchor building on the southeast corner of 
Sherbourne Street.   

Heritage Attributes  
The heritage attributes associated with the property’s cultural heritage value are:  

 

The scale, form and massing  

 

The three-storey original building with the complementary three-storey rear 
(south) wing 

 

The buff brick cladding with brick, stone, and metal detailing  

 

The Classical detailing, with the first-storey round-arched openings with 
oversized voussoirs and keystones, the pilasters on the north façade, the Ionic 
half-columns on the north entrance, the chamfered band courses, the quoins, the 
cornice highlighting the first-floor storefront, and the extended cornice with 
brackets above the third storey 

 

The flat-headed window openings with brick flat arches and stone sills 

 

The placement of the building, anchoring the southeast corner of King Street East 
and Sherbourne Street 

 

The situation of the building on the southward slope from King Street East  
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SITE PLAN: 251 KING STREET EAST           ATTACHMENT NO. 4           

     

Site Plan prepared by TACT Design Inc, date revised May 20, 2009.
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NORTH ELEVATION: 251 KING STREET EAST           ATTACHMENT NO. 5           

    

Elevation prepared by TACT Design Inc, date revised May 20, 2009.
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WEST ELEVATION: 251 KING STREET EAST           ATTACHMENT NO. 6           

   

Elevation prepared by TACT Design Inc, date revised May 20, 2009.
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SOUTH ELEVATION: 251 KING STREET EAST           ATTACHMENT NO. 7            

    

Elevation prepared by TACT Design Inc, date revised May 20, 2009.
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EAST ELEVATION: 251 KING STREET EAST           ATTACHMENT NO. 8            

    

Elevation prepared by TACT Design Inc, date revised May 20, 2009. 
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ENGINEERING REPORT: 251 KING STREET EAST ATTACHMENT NO.9  
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ENGINEERING REPORT: 251 KING STREET EAST ATTACHMENT NO.9   
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ENGINEERING REPORT: 251 KING STREET EAST ATTACHMENT NO.9   
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ENGINEERING REPORT: 251 KING STREET EAST ATTACHMENT NO.9   

 


