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1.0 Introduction  

The property located at the southeast corner of Commerce Street and Front Street, municipally known 
as 1279 Commerce St., is listed on the City’s Inventory of Heritage Resources due to its age, architectural 
attributes and history.  Consequently, the Official Plan requires that any development application for 
this site requires the submission of a Cultural Heritage Impact Assessment (CHIA). 

This report has been prepared in accordance with the guidelines for heritage assessments outlined in 
InfoSheet #5 from the Ontario Heritage Toolkit, issued in 2006. 
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2.0 Historical Research 
 

2.1 Legal Description 
 
The legal description for 1279 Commerce St. is Lot 6, Block E, Plan 65, formerly Pickering Township.  
Registered Plan No. 65, also known as “Gardiner’s Plan”, covers a portion of the original village of 
Fairport which was located at the south end of Liverpool Road. 
 
 
2.2 Early History of Pickering Township 
 
The Frenchman’s Bay–Rouge River area has been the seasonal home of a variety of Indigenous peoples 
for millennia, as significant archaeological sites, including the Miller and Draper sites, and the Bead Hill 
site, attest. In the 15th century, the area was the home of the Wyandot, or Wendat, (called the Huron 
by Europeans). After they abandoned the area, members of the Five Nations of the Iroquois 
Confederacy in what is now upper New York State established settlements on the north shore by the 
mid 17th century, seeking richer hunting grounds and control of the fur trade. The newcomers 
introduced agriculture to the area, growing the “Three Sisters”— beans, squash, and corn. 
 
At the time, the area was part of New France, and the first European visitors were likely French Jesuit 
missionaries sent by the king. One, François de Salignac de la Mothe-Fénelon, is recorded as spending a 
winter at Gandatsetiagon, a large, late-seventeenth-century Onandaga village—one of seven on the 
north shore of Lake Ontario—located on the Rouge River only 4.5 km to the west of the subject property 
as the crow flies. Gandatsetiagon guarded the lucrative eastern leg of the Toronto Portage. It has been 
suggested that this priest and other missionaries like him are the origin of the name “Frenchman’s Bay,” 
among other local place names. 
 
In 1763, much of New France was ceded to Great Britain by the Treaty of Paris, and the English quickly 
set about surveying and exploring these new acquisitions, and preparing them for settlement. By the 
1770s, the Crown was encouraging immigration and the area was being settled, primarily by British 
colonists and by United Empire Loyalists (UELs) fleeing the American Revolutionary War.  
 
Augustus Jones, a surveyor and United Empire Loyalist, was employed under John Graves Simcoe, 
Lieutenant Governor of Upper Canada (1791–1796), and in 1791 began surveying the lakeshore east of 
York and inland to one mile. It is assumed that some of the original names in the area, including 
Scarborough, Whitby, and Pickering, reflected Simcoe’s Yorkshire home in England. 
 
Jones identified the lakeshore area, which includes the subject property, as a “broken front,” which was 
divided into three “ranges” below the first concession; additional surveys in the 1790s divided the 
township into 200-acre [81 ha] lots. These lots were often granted to the original owners by the Crown 
for their military or civil service; many of these grantees were United Empire Loyalists (UELs). However, 
the vast majority of these never set foot on or developed their holdings; this likely includes Captain 
George Hill, the original grantee of the subject property. 
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Two lots in every seven were reserved—one for the Crown and the other for the church as Clergy 
Reserves - and the superior lots fronting the lake were granted to officers and UELs.  
 
By the early 1800s, the forests stretching north of the lake were largely cleared for farmland, and by the 
mid-nineteenth century, over half of Pickering Township had been cleared. After the 1837 Upper Canada 
Rebellion, in addition to the pioneer farmers, businessmen, millers, and innkeepers began to settle in 
the township during this time. Villages grew up around sites with a school lot located near a church and 
a mill site. By 1850, several such sites had been founded, including Duffin’s Creek (now Pickering Village 
in Ajax), named for an Irish trader; Majorville (now Whitevale); Fairport and Dunbarton. Miller Timothy 
Rogers, a Quaker, settled at Duffin’s Creek in the early 1800s, eventually establishing a significant 
Quaker colony and college. 
 
Though Pickering’s population declined in the late 1800s due to a drop in the price of wheat and lumber 
and competition for shipping from Toronto’s harbour, the Frenchman’s Bay area began to attract 
campers and daytrippers, and remains a busy recreational area. Pickering’s relatively cheap land meant 
that residential development began to boom in the 1960s, with the arrival of “planned” residential 
subdivisions, starting with Bay Ridges and West Shore around Frenchman’s Bay. Since this time, 
development has steadily increased along with the city’s population. 

 

2.3 History of Frenchman’s Bay and the Village of Fairport 

2.3.1 The Port 
In the early and mid-nineteenth century, in addition to being a popular fishing port, Frenchman’s Bay did 
brisk business as a harbour: pine trees were harvested and shipped for the Royal Navy in the War of 
1812, and by 1845, 3 million [board] feet of lumber was being shipped annually. Barley and wheat were 
shipped to the U.S. and coal was imported. The bay’s use as a harbour was limited, however, by its being 
landlocked - separated from the lake by a barrier spit. 
 
In 1843, two enterprising locals, William Edwards and William Henderson of Dunbarton, tackled this 
difficult problem, using a horse-drawn dredge to open a channel into the bay. By 1845, piers had been 
added, and the new port began to export “large quantities of masts, pine logs, and square timber.” For a 
few years the bay was busy exporting and receiving goods, but when the Grand Trunk Railway line 
arrived in the township, and thanks to new U.S. duties on barley, steam vessels, and competition from 
Toronto’s harbour, the bay “hardly functioned as a commercial harbour from 1865 to 1875” and the 
local economy began a rapid decline. 
 
One interesting feature of this harbour is that it is privately owned, one of the few such harbours in 
Canada. The Harbour Company (or Pickering Harbour Company, PHC), established in 1853, has been 
responsible for dredging the channel and maintaining the facilities for many decades. In 1875–76 a 
lighthouse (taken out of service in 1921), wharf, and 50,000-bushel grain elevator were added, and the 
battle to keep the channel navigable and clear of silt continues to this day.  
 
Legend has it that the bay was also a hotbed of international smuggling of various forms, with rum-
runners using it as a “smugglers’ cove” during Prohibition [c. 1916–1920].  
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2.3.2 Era of the Stonehookers 
  
From the 1820s to the 1920s, another colourful local industry held sway in the bay. “Stonehooking” pre-
dated quarrying as a way to collect “Dundas shale,” a hard and therefore valuable construction material, 
and involved wresting the stones from the lakebed using specially built schooners and scows. The main 
stonehooking ports were Port Whitby, Frenchman's Bay, Port Credit, Oakville, and Bronte. In his article 
“Pickering in Profile,” Tom Mohr, Past President of the Pickering Township Historical Society and 
Avocational Archaeologist A307 with the Ministry of Culture, describes the process:  
 

…ships would anchor…near shore and send out small scows to collect the stones and boulders, 
either by means of a large rake, or by winch…a fleet of flat-bottomed schooners [worked] from 
Bronte to Oshawa…Five of the finest were based in Frenchman’s Bay from the 1880s to WWI.  

 
The large rectangular stones were often delivered to Toronto, where they were used primarily as 
construction and paving material. Advances in quarrying eventually spelled the end for the “stoners.” 
 
2.3.3 The Lake Simcoe Ice and Fuel Company 

In his article, “The History of Frenchman’s Bay,” Mr. Mohr also vividly describes the ice-cutting industry 
at Frenchman’s Bay:  
 

The Lake Simcoe Ice and Fuel Company established an ice cutting operation here circa 1914. 
They would cut [91-kg (200-lb)] blocks of ice during the winter months using horse-drawn ice 
ploughs and giant saws. The ice was then packed into seven large ice houses that sat between 
Annland and Wharf Streets. They were packed in sawdust and the ice would remain frozen in the 
cork-lined houses through the summer months. By 1915, though, the company was 
manufacturing its own ice and, once again, the fortunes of the Bay were overtaken by 
technology.  

 
Sometime after 1918, the last Fairport ice house had been demolished. 
 
2.3.4 Summer Resort Community 

At Rosebank and Fairport Beach to the west, as well as at Fairport itself, cottage communities began to 
develop just before the end of the nineteenth century. This area catered especially to Toronto and 
Rochester vacationers, and was served by seven daily passenger trains as well as a “Picnic Special” for 
daytrippers. Locals, too, made good use of the facilities. Initially, people camped on the beaches or the 
sandy barrier spits, but tents eventually were replaced by cottages, and in some cases, summer visitors 
became permanent residents. 
 
The village of Fairport (or “Fair Port”) was established in the mid-eighteenth century, and soon boasted 
2 hotels, and many homes. By around 1900, as its commercial and industrial uses declined, the bay 
transitioned into being a recreational area. Improved passenger rail links meant city-dwellers could 
more easily visit the area, as Tom Mohr described in his article, “The History of Frenchman’s Bay” 
(2004):  
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…the Bay became known for its recreational activities as both Rosebank and Duffin’s Creek [now 
Pickering Village] boasted resort communities. Often folks just came out for the day. They’d 
disembark at the flag station at St. Martins and Bayly, and could travel by boat to the end of 
Liverpool Road, where they would set up camp…The Avis property…boasted a park and a dance 
hall [the Glen-Avis Pavillion] that was a well-known part of the entertainment circuit.… 

 
Land was cheap in Pickering and summer cottage communities soon sprang up at Fairport and 
on the other side of the Bay, known as Fairport Beach...Most of these cottages were simple 
structures meant for seasonal use only. They were serviced by well and septic and needed to be 
winterized and expanded to become habitable. Many of the workers at Defense Industries 
Limited in Ajax took up residence, and stayed on after the war’s end. In Fairport, many of the 
older families still remained, providing a self-contained social infrastructure to the village that 
other such converted resort communities may have lacked. 

 
Though many of these cottages were eventually winterized and enlarged as year-round housing, after 
the Second World War, the Bay Ridges subdivision was established to the east and Fairport went back to 
being a relatively quiet place. 
 
 A 1989 article in the Pickering/Ajax Bay News relates one long-time resident’s memories: 
 

“When [Dave] O’Brien was a kid growing up in the area [1920s–30s], most of the houses were 
summer cottages for Torontonians…There were only 12 or 13 families living permanently in the 
Bay, not unlike the Muskokas now…” 

 
The eastern shoreline was dotted with marinas and “boat liveries,” including Scott’s, the East Shore 
Marina (now Frenchman’s Bay Marina), Port Pickering Marina, Swan’s, Morgan’s Wharf St. Marina, and 
the Keen Kraft Marina. Scott’s even included docking for float planes!  

 

2.4 1279 Commerce St. - Lot History 
  
There is limited official information on this property; however, the Library and Archives Canada 
Postmasters Records show that 1279 Commerce St. was the site of the Fairport “Sub” Postal Station 
from August, 1921 to around 1966, and that the owner, “Mrs. Marion Oliver O’Brien” (who went by 
“May”), was its postmistress from 1949–62. Based on several photos of the Front Street area, it seems 
the post office was built as part of an outbuilding on the property to serve Fairport residents and 
seasonal visitors. From 1921 till 1950, it operated in the summers only, switching to year-round 
operations from that point on.  
 
Also on p. 28 of Time Present and Time Past: A Pictorial History of Pickering, there is a photo of a 
building with a sign that reads “Bayview Inn.” The caption reads: “The Bayview Inn stood at the corner 
of Commerce and Front Streets.” While most of this structure appears to have been demolished, 
possibly in the 1950s, and we can find no other reference to a “Bayview Inn,” according to the 
recollections of several long-time residents, the building was likely attached to the small post office, and 
may have served as a tea house and dance hall.  
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Local residents note that the post office also served as a small “tuck shop” and soda counter, with one 
person remembering, “the Postmistress was Mrs. O’Brien; she sold penny candy from a number of jars 
and made the best sodas and milk shakes. She had a smile for everyone, and spent many years as the 
Postmistress of Frenchman’s Bay.”   
 
Prior to home postal delivery in the area in the early 1960s, resident Joyce Lawlor recalls going daily to 
the tiny post office to pick up her mail from May. At that time, none of the cottages or homes in the 
area had street addresses, but when delivery was instituted in the 1960s, the houses on Commerce St. 
were numbered “from the lake up.” 
 
Mrs. Lawlor remembers Mrs. O’Brien having “ice cream parlour-type” chairs and glass-topped tables, 
possibly from the tea room, and a screened sunporch on the south side of the post office, and that she 
rented rooms in her home (#1279) to boarders.  She had two bedrooms upstairs for them, and slept on 
the ground floor herself.  One boarder, Frank Fletcher, appears to have served as the custodian of the 
property and for many years maintained the grounds, gardens, and the post office in pristine condition.”  
 
May O’Brien’s husband, William O’Brien, was the original keeper of the lighthouse at Frenchman’s Bay. 
After the lighthouse was decommissioned, residents say O’Brien moved the lantern and upper structure 
to his property, and may have re-used the lighthouse stairs in his own home. William also apparently 
worked at the grain elevator near the lighthouse, and was killed in an accident there, leaving May a 
widow. 
 
The photo titled “Wednesday Euchre Party” (1940s; see image) appears to show Mrs. O’Brien and her 
friends sitting on her property, on the west side of the house. Other images of Front Street taken from 
the bay show the property before and after the addition of the tea house / post office.  
 
The O’Brien family has been a fixture in this area back at least to the Gardiner Survey of 1877. The late 
Dave O’Brien, who lived just around the corner at 699 Front Street (1870), was May O’Brien’s nephew. It 
is likely that May’s husband William was the brother of Dave’s father, Matthew. Matthew also met an 
untimely death when he was killed driving across the newly constructed Highway 401. 
 
Dave O’Brien, who was born in Frenchman’s Bay in 1921 and owned one of the boat liveries on the east 
shore, provided a wealth of historical and anecdotal information to those researching Fairport and 
Frenchman’s Bay in his time. His grandfather was a seaman from Ireland who later became the captain 
of a “stoner” (stonehooker schooner) named “The Madeline.” 
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3.0 Significance and Heritage Attributes of the Cultural Heritage 
Resource 

 

3.1 Cultural Significance 
 
Ontario Regulation 9/06 under the Ontario Heritage Act sets out the criteria for determining cultural 
heritage value or interest, which is required in order to designate a property under the provisions of Part 
IV of the Act.  
 
A property may be designated under Section 29 of the Act if it meets one or more of the following 
criteria for determining whether it is of cultural heritage value or interest. 
 
1. The property has design value or physical value because it: 

i. is a rare, unique, representative or early example of a style, type, expression, material or 
construction method; 

ii.  displays a high degree of craftsmanship or artistic merit; or, 
iii.  demonstrates a high degree of technical or scientific achievement. 

 
2.  The property has historical value or associative value because it: 

i.  has direct associations with a theme, event, belief, person, activity, organization or 
institution that is significant to a community; 

ii.  yields, or has the potential to yield, information that contributes to an understanding of 
a community or culture; or, 

iii.  demonstrates or reflects the work or ideas of an architect, artist, builder, designer or 
theorist who is significant to a community. 

 
3.  The property has contextual value because it: 

i.  is important in defining, maintaining or supporting the character of an area; 
ii.  is physically, functionally, visually or historically linked to its surroundings; or, 
iii.  is a landmark. 

 
In evaluating the subject property against this criteria, we would make the following observations: 
 
1. The property has design value, in that it is an early representative of Ontario vernacular 

architecture, although it has suffered from a lack of maintenance and upkeep for many years.  
However, it does not display a high degree of craftsmanship or artistic merit, nor does it 
demonstrate a high degree of technical or scientific achievement.   
 

2. The property has historical value, in that the smaller building on the site was used as the 
Fairport sub-post office from 1921 to 1966, and for a time included a tea house and dance hall 
known as the “Bayview Inn”.  (The sign appears in the photograph refer to Appendix A of this 
report).  However, the “inn” portion of the building was likely demolished in the 1950’s and no 
physical trace of its existence remains. 
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It also has associative value, in that the postmistress from 1949 to 1962, Marion O’Brien, was 
well known to Fairport/Bay Ridges residents for her candy and ice-cream counter as well as the 
post office.  In addition, her husband, William O’Brien, was the original keeper of the lighthouse 
at Frenchman’s Bay.  Marion’s nephew Dave owned one of the boat liveries on the east shore of 
the bay. 

 
3. The property had contextual value when Fairport was becoming established as a resort area, but 

has lost this role as a community focal point due to the abandonment of the post office and tea 
room.  It no longer defines, maintains or supports the character of the area; it is not physically, 
functionally or visually linked to its surroundings; and is not a landmark. 
 
Having researched the history of this site along with the wider community of Fairport, we would 
conclude that 1279 Commerce Street has an interesting story to tell about the disappearing life 
and activities of this community and the families that lived, worked and played here for many 
decades and are woven into its fabric. 

 

3.2 Heritage Attributes 
 
The heritage attributes of the main building on this property include: 
 
• The original one-and-a-half storey frame construction with pitched roof; 
• The 3-bay façade with centre wooden door and rectangular window openings with two-over-

two sash; 
• its open porch and turned wooden posts on concrete block piers; and, 
• the 2-over-2 original windows on the east and west elevations. 
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4.0 Condition of the Heritage Resource 
 
The site at 1279 Commerce Street, Pickering, consists of two buildings on one property: a house and a 
shed, which was a former Post Office. 
 
John Moses of BBA visited the site on May 26, 2020 to review the existing condition of the buildings.  
We did not complete any intrusive/destructive testing to expose any concealed structural elements, and 
our observations are based on elements that were visually accessible where safe access was provided.  
Our observations are as follows: 
 
House: The existing house is a two storey structure with a sloped shingle roof.  The front of the house 
(west side) has a porch with wooden columns along the edge.  Exterior walls consist of wood studs with 
deteriorated wood siding.  The south side of the house has wood sections which have rotted or been 
eaten away by insects.  The east side of the house has an enclosed vestibule made of painted particle 
board which has deteriorated.  Windows are single glazed with wood trim.  The interior of the house 
includes flooring that has been damaged by water.  Kitchen wooden cabinets are in poor condition.  
Flooring is uneven in sections, especially in the Ground Floor Washroom.  Wallpaper and paint are 
peeling off the walls.  The wood stair to the Second Floor has no railings.  On the Second Floor, the 
flooring is covered in debris.  Sloped plaster ceilings are damaged. 
 
Shed (Former Post Office): The exterior of the shed (former post office) is in poor condition. Paint is 
peeling off wood siding.  The pitched asphalt shingled roof has numerous holes which are letting water 
and insects into the space.  The interior is full of debris.  The existing wood floor has rotted in places, so 
it is uneven and unstable on which to walk.  Existing plaster ceilings are damaged.  Interior wall plaster 
has been removed, leaving exposed wood studs at the perimeter of the shed with no insulation. 
 
Both buildings on the property are in poor condition and are unfit for occupancy.  Due to the current 
state of deterioration, both buildings appear to be beyond reasonable economic restoration.  
Accordingly, we recommend that both building structures be completely demolished.  Furthermore, we 
recommend that a hazardous substance investigation be completed to investigate mold and/or other 
potentially hazardous substances, prior to demolition. 
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5.0 Description of the Proposed Development 
 
The development proposal involves consolidating the two properties, known as nos. 1279 and 1281 
Commerce St., and then sub-dividing them into five lots, one of which would front onto Commerce St. 
and the remaining four onto Front St., as indicated on Figure 1 attached to this report.  The lot on 
Commerce St. would have a frontage of 9.144 m and an average depth of 29.75 m, while the Front St. 
lots would have frontages ranging from 8.23 m to 14.567 m.  A single-detached dwelling is proposed for 
each lot, ranging in size from 112.75 sq. m to 129.43 sq. m (The Planning Justification Report provides 
more detail on the nature of the development proposal.) 
 
It is proposed that the vacant dwelling at 1279 Commerce St., due to its dilapidated and possibly unsafe 
condition, be demolished and replaced by the four new dwellings.  
 
The proposed development consists of four 3-storey detached dwellings, with driveway access from 
Front Street, and views toward Frenchman’s Bay.  Recent home renovations and developments on 
adjacent and nearby properties are also three storeys in height and are modern in style.  The proposed 
homes have flat roofs with balconies and double car garage doors.  Windows are added to take 
advantage of views toward the Bay.  Based on the Site Plan and Elevations, these proposed homes will 
blend in with surrounding properties and enhance this neighbourhood. 
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6.0 Impact of the Proposed Development on the Cultural Heritage 
Resource 

 
The proposed development of 1279-1281 Commerce St. would require the removal of both structures at 
1279 Commerce St., essentially due to their very fragile condition and lack of significant heritage 
attributes.  In our view, notwithstanding its lengthy history and in particular the presence of a 
community resource (sub-post office and tea room/tuck shop) in the smaller building, the property has 
lost its heritage significance and is not worth restoring.  The abandoned dwelling is considered beyond 
repair, and reclaiming the out-building’s function as a sub-post office is clearly out of the question.  
Furthermore, given the number of restaurants and food outlets in the Bay Ridges area, there is no 
obvious need for a tea room or tuck shop at this location.  These uses ceased to exist since the 1920’s, in 
the case of the tea room, and the early 1960’s, in the case of the post office. 
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7.0 Consideration of Alternatives and Mitigation Methods 
 
For the reasons noted in section 6.0 above, no consideration has been given to an alternative approach 
to developing the subject property.  It is located in an area that is gradually being intensified by way of 
the original cottages being replaced by much larger – and, in most cases, higher – detached dwellings.  
Retaining and restoring the original heritage resources is not considered economical or practical in this 
situation.  Consideration could be given, however, to some kind of commemoration of the important 
role this site played in the life and history of Fairport as an historic “lakefront village”. 
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8.0 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
On the basis of our review of the history of Pickering Township, Frenchman’s Bay and this site in 
particular, we have concluded that 1279 Commerce Street may meet two of the three criteria for 
designation under Regulation 06/9.  However, given the state of disrepair of both buildings on the site, 
designation of the property in our view would not be either practical or appropriate. As an alternative, 
we would recommend that its cultural heritage significance be commemorated in a manner deemed 
appropriate by the City of Pickering. 
 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
 
 
Robert A. Martindale, MCIP, RPP, CAHP    D.L. Bryan, P. Eng., OAA, MRAIC, CAHP 
Martindale Planning Services     Barry Bryan Associates 
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Figure 1 – Site Plan 

 



 

 

Figure 2 – Elevations 
 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Figure 3 – Surrounding Images 
 

   

   

   

   



 

 

Figure 4 – Exterior Photos: 1279 Commerce Street 
 
 

   

   

   

   



 

 

Figure 5 – Interior Photos: 1279 Commerce Street 
 
 

 

   
 
 

   
 
 

   



 

 

 

1279 Commerce Street (Cont’d) 
 

 

   
 

   
 

   



 

 

 

 

1279 Commerce Street (Cont’d) 
 

 

   
 
 

   
 
 



 

 

Figure 6 – Exterior Photos: 1279 Commerce Street Shed (Former Post Office) 
 
 

 

   
 

   

 
 



 

 

Figure 7 – Interior Photos: 1279 Commerce Street Shed (Former Post Office) 
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