
























 

Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 

wvhs.ca 

wvhs@shaw.ca  778.279.2235 

September 14, 2020 

Mayor and Council 

Director of Parks, Culture and Community Services 
Mark Panneton, Director, Legislative Services 

Re:  Interim Report, The Case for Restoration & Preservation of Navvy Jack House 

Please find enclosed for your consideration the Interim Report noted above, prepared by the 

Navvy Jack House Citizen Group. 

On July 20, 2020, Council passed a resolution to pause the demolition of Navvy Jack House. The 

resolution included questions relevant to the future use and purpose of the house, including 

the heritage value of the house, how and where a portion of the house might be located and 

preserved, the costs of doing so, and how the house might be used for community benefit.  

The Navvy Jack House Citizen Group, a group of volunteers, was formed to respond to these 

questions, and to do so by September 14, 2020.  Our Report addresses each question in a short 

Executive Summary followed by appendices specific to aspects of those questions, concluding 

with specific recommendations.  

The Navvy Jack House Citizen Group has prepared a strong case for conserving and re­

purposing the house, and envision a destination centre that showcases West Vancouver's 

unique community history and its equally unique natural setting, with a commercial component 

to offset operating costs.   

We recommend moving the structure a short distance to the east (possibly the vacant Lawson 

Studio lot) and generally restoring the 1907 form of the house, possibly retaining the 2nd floor 

shed roof addition, a configuration which balances heritage character with usable space. 

We recommend a staged approach to the preservation process that would meet the 

requirements of the already­approved Streamkeepers' salmon enhancement project, and to 

permit the planning and fund­raising stages required to ensure a viable, flexible and sustainable 

future for the house. 

APPENDIX A



 

 

Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 
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We ask that Council commit to the long­term preservation and re­use of the house for public 

benefit.  In order that the Navvy Jack House renewal  move forward, we propose the following: 

� the demolition order for Navvy Jack House be rescinded 

� the house be moved to the Lawson Studio site and the existing site remediated before 

May 1, 2021 

� a project team be identified  

� a plan for a "flexible/multi­use" building be pursued initially with more direction at a 
later stage as required 

� District of West Vancouver issue a Request For Proposals to generate a variety of 
options for adaptive reuse 

� heritage designation of the house be explored concurrent with the upcoming stages of 
evaluation 

� Council make a financial commitment towards the costs of conservation 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to make the Case for Conservation of this important house, in 
which the history of this community resides. 

 

Navvy Jack House Citizens Group: 

Laura Anderson  Paula Grossman 

Brenda Clark   Paul Hundal 

Rod Day   Geoff Jopson  

Tom Dodd   John Mawson 

Nora Gambioli (Council Liaison)  
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Executive Summary 

 

  

 

 

Navvy Jack House as it appeared over 100 years ago – and as it could be restored. 

 

 

“The house, now a vital piece of West Vancouver history, is the centrepiece 

around which the community’s public waterfront was built.” 

          West Vancouver 100 centenary sign  
beside Navvy Jack House today. 

NAVVY JACK HOUSE 
The Case for Restoration and Preservation 

Paula Grossman 
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Executive Summary 

A physical embodiment of history provides a tangible and direct link to the past; such 

connections are increasingly rare and deserve to be preserved and celebrated.  

� Navvy Jack House is the oldest continually occupied building in West Vancouver. 

New research confirms that the house will be 150 years old in 2022. 

� The heritage value of Navvy Jack House is well documented and well understood: 

its age, its early connection to the community, the contributions of its various 

owners to the early development of West Vancouver and BC, the shared 

connections it hosted between the indigenous and settler communities. 

The answers to council’s six questions are summarized on the following pages, with 

substantially more detail in the Appendices.  

� We have identified and detailed a range of potential uses for this valuable 

community asset that could provide needed amenities to the community. 

� Funding sources and ongoing revenue opportunities have been identified and are 

listed. 

� We propose a relocation plan that satisfies the short term needs of the 

Streamkeepers Society and the longer term consequences of climate change. 

From the extensive research undertaken by our volunteer committee, we can conclude 

with confidence that, when restored and re­purposed, Navvy Jack House can take its 

place as the centrepiece of West Vancouver's public waterfront amenities. 

  

 



 

 
Sept. 14, 2020 Page 4 of 7 

Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 

Executive Summary 

 

1. Can a portion of the house be preserved?  

Answering this question requires consideration of a number of issues which are 

addressed in detail in Appendix 1.   

In summary, there is a substantial part of the original house remaining; that house is of 

enormous value to the community as it “embodies the history of West Vancouver”; 

heritage is of value as it “provides a strong sense of community identity through 

connection to the past”; and preservation of the house clearly fits with a variety of 

municipal policies, from the OCP on down. 

Recommendation: 

1. That a portion of the house be preserved. 

 

2. If so, what portion? 

The three external forms of the house (c1872, 1907 and 1930) and the house’s interior 

have been considered from the points of view of both heritage value and usable space.   

Our recommendation that the house be restored to its approximate 1907 configuration, 

with consideration of retaining the later second floor addition (which is in keeping with 

the heritage character of the building) will result in an attractive “old style” character 

building that best balances usable space with aesthetics, while maximizing reuse of the 

original building. 

Recommendations: 

    1.  That the 1907 exterior form of the house generally be preserved; 

    2.  That the interior be developed to accommodate a variety of possible public uses. 

 

3. Can the preserved portion of the house be used for the public’s benefit?  

Yes. The resulting building will offer about 1200 sq ft of usable space on the main floor 

plus another 950 upstairs. We have suggested examples of a variety of possible 

applications to demonstrate the viability of a restored Navvy Jack House; a multi­

purpose use with a commercial component would ensure economic self­sufficiency and 

long­term viability.  

Recommendation: 

1. That a plan for a “flexible/multi­use” building be pursued initially, with more 

direction at some later stage if required; 

2. That an RFP be let to attract options for adaptive reuse. 
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4. Where should the preserved portion of the house be located? 

Options for the building’s location have been considered in the vicinity of the existing 

house at the “Heritage Plaza” of the Ambleside Waterfront Concept Plan, and at the 

“Arts Plaza”.  A variety of timing and technical criteria have been considered in making a 

recommendation. 

  Recommendation: 

    1.  That the house be moved to the northern aspect of the vacant space to the east 

of the Lawson Creek culvert. 

  

5. What would be the estimated cost of reducing the building to its desired form, raising 

and/or moving it?  

A staged approach to the preservation is proposed, with Stage 1 including (but not 

limited to) the costs of reducing the building towards its desired form, raising and/or 

moving it. All of these costs should be able to be covered under the Municipality’s 

previously­estimated building demolition and site remediation costs of $150­200K. 

Based on previous work by District Staff and Consultants, the total estimated cost of 

repurposing the raised/relocated building in its general 1907 form for flexible, public use 

is approximately $2.3M. 

Recommendations (Capital Costs): 

1. That a staged approach to Navvy Jack House restoration be considered; 

2. That the 2018 capital cost estimate be accepted as a working number; 

3. That the previously­estimated building demolition and site remediation costs 

of $150­200K be allocated to cover the Stage 1 costs. 

 

6. What would be the capital costs and annual operating costs for the proposal?  

Capital costs are addressed above. 

A restored Navvy Jack House would offer a variety of potential uses, with a related 

variety of budget models ranging from profit­making for the District (if a commercial 

operation) to break­even (for use by community non­profits) to fully supported by the 

District . Appendix 6 includes budget costs for each potential application; council will 

have to make a determination as to the tradeoffs leading to its best use for the 

community. 
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Annual operating costs range from expenses of $135­140K/yr (if operated as an 

Interpretive Centre; based on estimates previously offered in the Nature House Society 

Business Case) to positive income of $50K if rented for a commercial operation.  

 

Recommendation (Annual Operating Costs): 

1. Plan to update this estimate once the end use and scope of the project are 

known. 

 

7. How much of that cost can be fundraised? 

The Group has been advised that under the right circumstances, the project would meet 

eligibility criteria for both Provincial and Federal Granting Agencies.   

Applications to public bodies will be most likely to succeed if the project can 

demonstrate a valued community benefit.  

Success in these competitive processes may require that the building be legally 

protected, and will certainly require that the Municipality is seen to have a significant 

financial stake in the Project. 

Recommendations: 

1. Investigate a formal designation of the building; 

2. Commit to a significant investment in the building, to trigger other 

fundraising activities.  

 

  

In two years’ time Navvy Jack House will be 150 years old – a wonderful target for a grand 

opening of a restored and repurposed heritage asset for the community. 
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Respectfully submitted by the Navvy Jack House Citizen Group: 

Laura Anderson 

Brenda Clark 

Rod Day 

Tom Dodd 

Paula Grossman 

Paul Hundal 

Geoff Jopson 

John Mawson 

Nora Gambioli (Council Liaison) 

 

 

“The history of this community resides in this building.” 
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“The history of this community resides in this building.” 

NAVVY JACK HOUSE 
The Case for Restoration and Preservation 

 

APPENDICES 

 

Discussion Appendices: 
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A.   Adaptive Re­Use & Blue Sky Ideas 

a. Boothroyd House (1873) & Boothroyd Heritage Coffee (Cloverdale) 

b. Stanley Park Brewing Co. (Fish House Restaurant) 

c. Blue Sky Navvy Jack House Ideas! 

i. Waterfront Corner Store 
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vi. Community Facilities 

B. Site Information & Background 

a. Proposed Navvy Jack House Site Concept  

b. Site Plans & Surveys 

c. Architectural Elevations 

d. Floor Plans (Existing; 1910­14 Assumed) 

e. Nickel Brothers Canada 

f. BC Building Code – Preliminary Analysis 

C. Historical & Community Research 

a. John (Navvy Jack) Thomas Family History 

b. Land Title History of Navvy Jack House 

 

 

 

  

Background Appendices (in separate files): 
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1. Whether a Portion of the House Should Be Preserved? 

Contents: 

 Discussion 

1a:  Early form of the house 

 

Discussion 

The response to the question, “Whether a portion of the house should be preserved” requires 

consideration of a number of separate issues including: 

� Is there a house to preserve? 

� Is the house of value to the community? 

� What is the value of “heritage” to the community? 

� How does “preservation” fit with Municipal policies? 

 

Is there a house to preserve? 

The 2017 Heritage Conservation Assessment
1
  details the original cottage of c1872 referred to 

as “Navvy Jack House”, the  modifications made to it by John Lawson in the early 1900’s when it 

was referred to as “Hollyburn House”, and modifications by subsequent owners that give it its 

form today. 

Luxton summarizes: much of the 2­story “rectangular box”  of the original cottage remains, 

protected by the later additions.  This has been confirmed at recent site visits by Jeremy Nickel 

(Nickel Bros Moving), Paula Grossman (Architect) and Brenda Clark (Architect), which confirms 

previous findings by Luxton and other technical consultants: 

� Roof:  The primary roof is intact, along with the structure to support it.  Two shed roofs 

were added prior to 1934.  Some soffits and detailing also remain;  

� Floors:  main, second floors of the original house, ground floor verandah; 

� Walls:  east and west walls, possibly some of south wall;  

� Windows: some original openings exist although all windows were replaced 

  

                                                        
1
Donald Luxton and Associates.  Navvy Jack House Heritage Conservation Assessment.  2017 
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The exploded view in the sketch below shows the major components of the building that are 

believed or known to be “original”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The north walls require evaluation on site to determine how much of the original remains at 

the ground floor.  The south gable and verandah were replaced by a shed roof and enclosed 

porch, but can be reinstated based on historical photographs and other buildings of the period, 

such as the Boothroyd House in Cloverdale. 

The early form of the house, including plans and elevations, can be seen in Appendix B. 

 

Is the house of value to the community? 

The significance of the land, the house and its history to the North Shore community and more 

widely in British Columbia is inescapable.   

“The history of this community resides in this building.” 

“The shores of Burrard Inlet”, including the area now called Ambleside, “are…part of the 

traditional territories of the Squamish, Musqueam and Tsleil­Waututh (Burrard) First Nations”
2
.  

The Heritage Strategic Plan
3
 states “Little remains of the built heritage of early years.  The 

outstanding survivor is the Navvy Jack House”.  

                                                        
2
 Commonwealth Historic  Resource Management Ltd, A Heritage Strategic Plan for West Vancouver, 2006: 2 

3
 Ibid. 

 
 

The main floor (including the verandah floor) is confirmed to 
be original, and the second floor is assumed to be, as are 
substantial parts of the east and west gable walls and enough of 
the roof to define the original house volume and demonstrate 
framing. 

Approximate shape of 
Navvy Jack House today. 
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The West Vancouver 100 Centenary Sign
4
 beside the house states “The house, now a vital piece 

of West Vancouver history, is the centrepiece around which the community’s public waterfront 

was built” and more specifically, the Navvy Jack House Statement of Significance
5
, speaks to the 

building and local area having value reflecting: 

� Shared immigrant­indigenous heritage:  home to John “Navvy Jack” Thomas, first WV 

immigrant settler, his wife, Slawia, Squamish Chief Kiepelano’s grand­daughter, and 

their family; 

� Municipal history: Thomas operated the first ferry to/from the area; from 1907, the 

house was owned by John Lawson who operated the first post office, telegraph office 

and hosted Council meetings; 

� Built value: based on its age (c1872), architectural qualities and landscape setting by the 

water; 

� Regional History: it is one of Vancouver’s oldest remaining buildings and was the longest 

continually­occupied residence in the lower mainland. 

 

Much of the history of the house and its families has been publically documented
6
, and is 

attached in Appendix C  (courtesy of West Vancouver Historical Society).  The listing of 

descendants of John and Slawia Thomas is in the public record.  More recently, private research 

has expanded our understanding of John Thomas’ commercial activities both locally and in the 

Barkerville Goldfields.  Finally, private research has documented and further clarified the legal 

history of the house and the land on which it previously, and currently, sits.   

 

  

                                                        
4
 West Vancouver 100 Centenary Sign, 1768 Argyle Ave 

5
 Navvy Jack House, Statement of Significance, 2008 

6
 Hugh Johnston, John “Navvy Jack” Thomas, West Vancouver Historical Society, 2000 
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What is the value of “heritage” to the community? 

The process of developing West Vancouver’s Heritage Strategic Plan included a June 2005 

Workshop at which “heritage” was defined
7
 as “that which we have inherited, value, believe in 

and wish to keep”.  That “heritage” can be architectural, environmental and cultural. 

West Vancouver has “varied heritage assets which provide a strong sense of community 

identity through connection to the past.”
8
 The Strategic Plan stated

9
 that “responsible heritage 

management preserves community values, and contributes to keeping our community an 

attractive, liveable and sustainable place.” Further, that community heritage
10

 contributes to 

neighbourhood character which in turn has an “important economic role.”  In short
11

, “the 

natural, cultural and built heritage of West Vancouver define the identity of the community, 

give its neighbourhoods their distinctive character, and contributes to residents’ quality of life.” 

 

How does “preservation” fit with Municipal Policies? 

The Official Community Plan adopted by Council in June of 2018 outlined strategies to protect 

heritage resources, summarised in a subsequent Staff Report of June 2019
12

.  This was the 

culmination of years of incremental support for community education about heritage and the 

preservation of heritage assets:  the Heritage Strategic Plan
13

 of 2006, development of the 

Community Heritage Register
14

, and the creation of a Heritage Advisory Committee in 2018.  

Finally, in 2019, Council received a report, “Preventing Heritage Demolitions”
15

 which outlined a 

framework for preventing demolition of heritage buildings and other resources, and promoting 

education and outreach. 

 

The Neighbourhood Character Working Group
16

 has identified strategies that foster retention 

and renovation of heritage structures in recognition of their contribution to character of 

neighbourhoods. 

 

                                                        
7
 Commonwealth Historic  Resource Management Ltd, A Heritage Strategic Plan for West Vancouver, 2006: 4 

8
 Preventing Heritage Demolitions.  Council Report, 2019, p3 

9
 Commonwealth Historic  Resource Management Ltd, A Heritage Strategic Plan for West Vancouver, 2006: 4 

10
 Ibid, p4 

11
 Ibid, p5 

12
 Preventing Heritage Demolitions.  Council Report, 2019, p2 

13
 Commonwealth Historic  Resource Management Ltd, A Heritage Strategic Plan for West Vancouver, 2006 

14
 District of West Vancouver, Community Heritage Register 

15
 Preventing Heritage Demolitions.  Council Report, 2019 

16
 District of West Vancouver, Neighbourhood Character Working Group Draft Recommendations, 2020 
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Council’s Ambleside Waterfront Concept Plan
17

 shows a “heritage plaza” at the western end of 

Ambleside Park which includes a retained Navvy Jack House. 

West Vancouver’s Economic Development Plan
18

  recognizes West Vancouver’s cultural 

heritage as part of its defining character and attraction as a visitor destination. 

 

Summary 

There is a substantial part of the original house remaining; that house is of enormous value to 

the community as it “embodies the history of West Vancouver”; “ heritage” is of value as it 

“provides a strong sense of community identity through connection to the past”; and 

preservation of the house  clearly fits with  a variety of Municipal policies, from the OCP on 

down. 

 

Recommendation: 

That a portion of the house be preserved. 

 

 

 

  

                                                        
17

 District of West Vancouver.  Ambleside waterfront Concept Plan, 2016 
18

 District of West Vancouver, Economic Development Plan, 2018 
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1a. Early Form of the House 

  

The parts of the house shown in blue and 

yellow are generally believed to be largely 

intact parts of the original 1872 building. 

These include: 

­ The primary roof ridge beam and roof 

structure.   

­ The roof framing/rafters to the east and 

west of the slightly later shed roof 

additions are quite certainly original.  

­ The east and west walls, possibly full­

height (“balloon”) framing customary in 

the late 1800's. 

­ Upper floor window openings remain 

although windows were replaced. 

­ The main floor framing and subfloor is 

clearly original and visible from below, 

confirmed on site by a variety of 

consultants and experts over the years. 

­ The second floor framing and subfloor is 

also most likely original 

The portions shown in yellow illustrate the 

north saltbox believed  by Luxton to be part 

of the initial construction.  The north walls 

require closer evaluation on site to 

determine  how much of the structure is 

original, as do wall, roof, and floor framing 

which is not presently visible. 

The upstairs, north­facing shed roof, shown with a dashed 

line, was added prior to the 1930s. It is “sympathetic” to the 

original house design and could be retained to reduce cost 

and add useful floor area. 
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2. What Portion of the House Should Be Preserved? 

Contents: 

 Discussion 

2a:  Which exterior form of the house’s development should be 

preserved? 

2b:  Should the interior be preserved? 

 
Discussion 

In the previous section, Council’s question “Whether a portion of the house should be 

preserved?” was addressed.  Responding to the follow­on question “and if so, what portion?” 

requires consideration of two issues: 

� Which exterior form of the  house’s development should be preserved? 

� Should the interior be preserved? 

 

2a. Which exterior form of the house’s development should be preserved? 

In his report
19

 to the District of 2017, Don Luxton established that there had been three 

separate stages to the house’s development: 

“1872 form”:  the initial two­story cottage with front verandah of c1872 built by James 

Blake/John Thomas (see front cover and image below); 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
19

 Donald Luxton and Associates.  Navvy Jack House Heritage Conservation Assessment.  2017 
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“1907 form”: extensions by John Lawson may also have included the upper south­facing gable; 

 

 

 
 

“1930’s form”:  modifications made between 1920 and 1970 which included enclosing and 

extension of the south porch, expansion of the main floor, shed extensions to the north and 

south sides of the roof, and addition of a carport on the north. 
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In his Report, Luxton describes each of the three forms in terms of heritage value and space 

available. We generally agree with Luxton’s recommendation to restore the exterior of the 

house to its 1907 form, while retaining the upper floor (north side) shed roof to provide 

additional floor area as needed. This represents a workable balance between heritage 

preservation and  adaptive reuse of an 1872 building in today’s world.   

The north side upper floor addition is set in from the sides of the building and does not detract 

from the heritage character of Navvy Jack House. Given the original footprint is very small, this 

would provide flexibility and accommodate a greater variety of potential uses.   

Further space would be available if a basement was developed instead of a crawl space.  

 

2b. Should the interior be preserved? 

While a significant portion of the original two­story volume clearly exists in identifiable 

condition, the interior has been reworked over the years and little of the original finishes 

remain.  Thus,  interior walls and detailing have been removed or in some cases, reused, such as 

the brick for the fireplace constructed some time after the house’s move to its current location.  

Based on similar surviving period examples such as the Boothroyd House in Cloverdale, the 

original main floor of approximately 30’x26’ likely had two rooms on each side of  a hall and 

stairway
20

.  The internal layout of the shed addition on the north side of the main floor is 

uncertain. 

Given the extent of internal renovations, it seems reasonable to reconfigure the interior to suit 

the new uses(s), preserving/re­using any original elements that are found. The ground level 

shed addition at the north of the building could possibly house support spaces such as kitchen 

and washroom.  The final configuration would be flexible enough to accommodate a variety of 

public uses into the future. 

  

                                                        
20

 Personal Communication.  Brenda Clark to Navvy Jack House Citizens Group, 2020 
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Summary 

The three external forms of the house (c1872, 1907 and 1930), and the house’s interior, have 

been considered from the points of view of both heritage value and usable space.   

 

Recommendations 

1. That the 1907 exterior building form be preserved, with additions not detracting 

from heritage character and integrity; 

2.   That the interior be redeveloped to accommodate a variety of possible public uses. 
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3. Can the Preserved Portion of the House Be Used for the Public’s 
Benefit? 

Contents: 

          Discussion 

          3a. Potential Applications 

 

Discussion 

The preserved portion of the house will offer about 1200 sq ft of usable space on the main 

floor, another 950 sq ft upstairs, and, potentially, space in a full basement.  

In responding to Council’s question as to "how the preserved portion of the house could be 

used for the public’s benefit", we have tried to offer a range of possible “adaptive re­uses” of 

the house and surrounding site. 

In doing so, we are cognizant of a number of points: 

� “Public benefit” is a broad term and has many possible dimensions to it depending on 

the perspective of the viewer; for example, a meeting space may be deemed to be of 

public benefit by one, while commercial space which defrays the building’s operating 

costs and thus reduces the public burden of expense, may be deemed to be of public 

benefit by another 

� Siting is an important factor. Being in Ambleside Park with significant walk­past traffic 

and limited vehicle access informs some of the uses which might be complimentary; 

further, previous planning for the area has already been undertaken in the form of the 

Ambleside Park Development Plan (in which the current location is in the “Heritage 

Plaza”), and in the already approved and funded salmon enhancement project 

organized and managed by Streamkeepers 

� Ambleside Park itself will be part of the larger Ambleside Local Area Plan which will 

need to be taken into account 

� A balance will need to be struck between a single use which may simplify management 

and a multi­use approach which may have wider appeal and longer hours/seasons of 

use 

� Finally, what may seem to be an appropriate use (or uses) today, may not be seen as 

such as time goes by, so there may need to be nimbleness and options available so as to 

be able to respond to changing community needs 
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Appendix 3a presents a number of possible uses ranging from the purely non­profit, such as 

exhibition and meeting space organised and funded annually by the municipality, to purely 

commercial possibilities such as a coffee shop or old­fashioned general store which could fund 

operations.  Between these extremes is a blend of the two, a multi­purpose building with a 

commercial component contributing to economic self­sufficiency and long­term viability. 
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3a. Potential Applications 

A restored Navvy Jack House must have tangible value to the community in addition to its 

heritage and historical values. The Citizen Group looked at a variety of options, ranging from 

completely community­oriented to purely commercial: 

� Interpretive Centre 

� Commercial Operation  

� Exhibition Space 

� Community Space 

� Multi­use  

The pros and cons of each, with some specific examples, are examined below. 

 

Interpretive Centre 

Several applications could fall under the category of “Interpretive Centre”, including: 

� a Nature Centre as previously proposed by the West Vancouver Nature House Society 

and their consortium of five community groups; a complete Business Plan for this 

application (“Navvy Jack Nature House Business Plan, July 11, 2014”) has previously 

been submitted to the District 

� a West Vancouver History Museum 

� an Indigenous Museum possibly including a Truth and Reconciliation component 

� Combinations of the above 

The Nature House Society business plan previously submitted to Council includes a 

comprehensive description for this use. 

PROS: 

� Significant addition to the Waterfront Park to draw people and activate the site 

� Good, high­traffic location adjacent to salmon enhancement area and shoreline 

� Ties in well to the Ambleside waterfront plans 

� Potential for outside decks to overlook the channel and salmon creek 

� Practical use for the building, easily provides a combination of display space and 

meeting space 

CONS: 

� Minimal sustaining revenue generation 



 

 
Sept. 14, 2020      1.2 Page 16 of 38 

Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 

Discussion Appendices 

 

COSTS: 

� The Nature House Society proposed a budget requiring an annual support from the 

District of $50 ­ $75,000, covering about half of their estimated annual costs, with 

another $50,000 coming from their endowment and fundraising. 

 

 

Commercial Operation 

A variety of commercial uses for a restored Navvy Jack House have been raised: 

� Coffee Shop ( possibly similar to Le Marche St. George and the Federal Store in 

Vancouver) 

� Micro Brewery (possibly similar to Stanley Park Brewing Co.) 

� General Store 

� Wedding Venue 

 

As a strictly commercial venture, a restored Navvy Jack House could potentially generate about 

$50,000 per year in rental revenue to the District (based on DWV staff estimate of $40 per sq ft 

triple­net for the main floor only). This amount has been validated in conversation with 

commercial operators in Ambleside. Depending on configuration and use, the upper floor could 

generate additional income. 

See a letter of interest from a local bakery/coffee shop in Appendix 8, validating a revived 

building’s suitability for this use. 
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Exhibition Space 

Positioned at the western end of John Lawson Park, Navvy Jack House could be a nice 

“bookend” to the Ferry Building at the eastern end, both showcasing local artists in heritage 

buildings on the waterfront. 

The West Vancouver Community Arts Council (WVCAC) has expressed a strong interest in 

relocating to Navvy Jack House, supporting this as a possible use of a revived building. 

PROS: 

� Complements and expands the Ferry Building’s exhibition space  

� Could expand the WVCAC space by more than double and provide a very desirable 

waterfront venue for an expanded concert series  

� Provides meeting and office space upstairs, over exhibition and performance space on 

main floor 

� Enables a significant expansion for the Arts Council and relieves DWV from maintaining 

the Silk Purse until the Arts Facility is available 

CONS: 

� Possible confusion with the new Arts Facility 

 

OPERATING COSTS: 

� WVCAC is already fully funded for operations and is in a position to help secure funding 

for the move and restoration (WVCAC is 50 years old and has experience raising funds 

and grants; their annual operating budget is about $200,000, of which only $25K is from 

the District directly). See a letter of interest from the West Vancouver Community Arts 

Council in Appendix 8, describing how the building could work for them. 
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Community Space 

All or a portion of a repurposed Navvy Jack House could be made available to the array of 

community groups, organizations and non­profits that exist in West Vancouver for their use as 

temporary exhibition space, meeting space, or offices. 

In particular, the upstairs of the building could offer about 950 sq ft for meetings or offices. 

 

Multi­Use 

Perhaps the best use of Navvy Jack House would be a combination of two or more of the above 

uses, for example, an interpretive centre with a coffee shop on the main floor, and community 

meeting spaces and/or offices upstairs.   

The Boothroyd House in Cloverdale offers an excellent example of this – a restored building of 
about the same size and vintage as Navvy Jack House, with a significant heritage component 

and a coffee shop that is a true community gathering space which also showcases local artists.  

Boothroyd also offers a dedicated meeting room which is available for community rentals as 

well as music lessons. See Appendix A for photos and more information. 

 

Summary 

Assessing the “public benefit” of adaptive re­use of the building and site depends on the 

viewer’s perspective, but Yes! There is the potential for extraordinary benefit across a number 

of fronts. 

The possible uses outlined above indicate that a building restored as proposed could satisfy a 

broad range of uses and activities, with an equally broad range of community benefits and 

economics. 

 

Recommendations: 

1. That a plan for “flexible/multi­use” building be pursued initially, with more direction 

at some later stage as required; 

2. That an RFP be let to attract options for adaptive reuse. 
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4. Where the preserved portion of the house should be located 

 

Discussion 

In responding to Council’s question as to “Where the preserved portion of the house should be 

located” consideration has been given to  two areas of the Ambleside Waterfront Park for 

locating the 1907 form of the house with its footprint of roughly 1200sqft: 

� Heritage Plaza: at, or in close proximity to, its current location between 17th and 18th 

streets in the “Heritage Plaza”; 

� Arts Plaza:  in the vicinity of the Ferry Building as part of the building stock in the “Arts 

Plaza”. 

 

Heritage Plaza ( 3 Options) 

Three Options have been considered as shown in the accompanying diagram:   

A. the house remaining on the existing site 
B. moving the house to the NW corner of the site in the elbow between Argyle Avenue and 

18th Street 

C. moving the house east across the stream channel to the adjacent (vacant) Lawson 
Studio site 

Of these Option A, leaving it in its current location but lifting it, would be the least expensive 
and have no reduction in park space, but would complicate the Streamkeepers’ plans for the 

lot. 

Option B, relocating on the current lot, would also impact the Streamkeepers' siteworks, and 

cost about the same as moving it to the east across the culvert. 

Option C, moving east across the stream channel, allows the Streamkeepers the most flexibility 

as the entire zone east of the creek would be opened up for their initiative, while providing a 

new site for Navvy Jack House where it could be renovated and restored with minimal impact. 

 

Arts Plaza Option 

This Option would involve moving the reduced building via Argyle, 18th and Bellevue to a 

Waterfront Park site in the broad vicinity of the Ferry building at the foot of 14th Street. 
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Options Assessment 

A number of criteria have been considered  in evaluating each of these four possibilities: 

1.    A fundamental part of our location recommendation is the Streamkeepers’ 

requirements in order for their Lawson Creek Rehabilitation and Salmon Habitat 

Enhancement Project to proceed, including: 

a.     Any work west of the stream channel to be completed by May 2021 to enable 

completion of preparatory work in advance of the “creek window” of Aug­Sept 

2021; 

b.    Any later site work to not disturb the new creek construction;  

2.    Current Flood Control Requirements necessitate the building be raised above its 

current main floor level (in turn requiring construction of a new foundation and 

possibly basement); 

3.    Technical issues related to raising and/or moving the building (as communicated by 

Jeremy Nickel, Nickel Brothers Moving; see Appendix B); 

4.    Preserve view corridors along the waterfront park; 

5.    Provide service access and loading at the back of the house; 

6.    Provide direct public access to Navvy Jack House from the Spirit trail and park; 

7.    Maximize indoor­outdoor connection from the house along the east and south, with 

views over the new  stream works and salmon habitat to the west. 

Based on the above criteria, shifting the house east across the stream channel is the simplest 

and most cost­effective solution.  The house would be minimally reduced in size initially, moved 

and positioned on blocks, fenced and protected until further planning and fund­raising allows 

the basement construction and building restoration to proceed.   

A possible schematic site plan is shown on the following page. 
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Summary 

Options for the building’s location have been considered both in the vicinity of the existing 

house (the “Heritage Plaza” of the Ambleside Waterfront Concept Plan), and at the “Arts 

Plaza”.  A variety of timing and technical criteria have been considered in making a 

recommendation. 

  

Recommendation: 

    1.  That the house be moved east of the Lawson Creek channel. 
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5.  Estimated cost of reducing the building to its desired form, raising 
and/or moving it?      

 

Discussion 

A realistic answer to the Question, “What would be the estimated cost of reducing the building 

to its desired form, raising and/or moving it?"  needs to recognize that the preservation of the 

house under the current time pressures implies a staged approach.   

We propose the stages as follows: 

� Stage 1: reduce the house sufficiently towards the recommended 1907 form (see 

Appendix 2) so as to be able to raise or move it; execute the raise and/or move and 

place it on blocks resting on hardpan; weatherproof the building and fence the site to 

make it safe; remove the existing site infrastructure including basement (if the building 

is moved); these steps are considered further below; 

� Stage 2:  once funds for project planning and project completion are all in place 

(potentially 2­3 years) construct a new foundation/basement; lower the building into 

place; restore the building; grade and landscape the site. 

 

Estimated costs of Stage 1 

� costs of reducing the building in preparation for raising and/or a move – TBD (remove 

carport, remove privacy walls on south upper deck, remove lower deck, determine 

whether east walkway should be removed or retained at this stage); 

� cost of raising and/or moving the building21: 

o raising the building in place is approx. $30K (we have a rough idea of what the 

building height above current grade will need to be so as to accommodate long 

term rising water levels and storm surges but a detailed assessment is needed);  

o moving the building to a new location in the Heritage Plaza and raising it is 

approx. $50K; 

o moving the building to the Arts Plaza via 18th, Bellevue and 14th, would be $150­

200K (depending on utilities costs); 

                                                        
21
 Personal communication, Jeremy Nickel (Nickel Brothers Moving) to Navvy Jack House Citizens group, August 

2020 
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All locations, including the existing, would require site excavation (possibly undertaken by the 

municipality) and a new foundation/basement  (included in Stage 2 costs); 

Weatherproofing the reduced building – TBD; 

Fencing the reduced building – TBD 

Removing the infrastructure, including concrete basement, from the existing site if the building 

is moved ­ TBD 

All of these costs should be able to be covered under the Municipality’s previously­estimated 

building demolition and site remediation costs of $150­200k 

 

Summary 

A staged approach to the preservation is proposed, with Stage 1 including  the costs of reducing 

the building towards its desired form, raising and/or moving it. 

All of these costs should be able to be covered under the municipality’s previously­estimated 

building demolition and site remediation costs of $150­200k 

Recommendations: 

1. Consider a staged approach to house restoration; 

2. Allocate the previously­estimated building demolition and site remediation costs 

of $150­200k to cover the Stage 1 costs. 
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6.  Estimated Capital & Relocation Costs      

 

Discussion 

In responding to Council’s question, “What would be the capital and annual operating costs for 

the proposal?”, the two will be addressed separately. 

 

Capital Costs 

Previous work by staff and LEC Group22 estimated the cost to “remove and restore” the building 

at about $1.7 million (plus contingencies and fees). This estimate appears to involve 

disassembling the building and rebuilding it in the new location; our preferred option of moving 

the building more or less intact and then rebuilding is expected to be less expensive – but for 

practical purposes the amounts estimated by staff, with a reasonable contingency and allowing 

extras for consultants, are good for budgetary purposes: $2.3 million. 

 

Operating Costs 

What are costs to operate the building? 

$0­150K/yr 

A restored Navvy Jack House would offer a variety of potential uses, with a related variety of 

budget models ranging from profit­making for the District (if a commercial operation) to break­

even (for use by community non­profits) to fully supported by the District . The “Public Benefit” 

(Appendix 3) includes budgets for each potential application; council will have to make a 

determination as to the tradeoffs leading to its best use. 

While the operating costs will follow from the business case associated with each proposed use, 

for comparison, we suggest a figure of $135K/yr based on work done as part of the Nature 

House Proposal Business Case23. 

 

  

                                                        
22

 Navvy Jack House Cost Analysis – Conceptual Cost Plan – 9
th

 March 2018 
23

 Nature House Society.  Report to Council, 2014 
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Summary 

Based on previous work by the District Staff and Consultants, the estimated cost of preserving 

the raised/relocated building in its approximate 1907 form for flexible, public use is 

approximately $2.3M. 

Based on estimates previously offered in the Nature House Society Business Case, the 

estimated annual operating costs could be $135K/yr – but could be zero or provide income to 

the District, depending on the ultimate use of the building. 
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7.  How much of the Cost Can Be Fundraised?      

Contents: 

 Discussion 

7a: P Gravett (Heritage BC), Funding Eligibility Letter  

 

Discussion 

Volunteer members of the Navvy Jack House Citizen’s Group have begun to explore potential 

sources of funding that might contribute to both the capital costs of the project, and annual 

operating costs.  These include Local, Provincial and Federal Granting Agencies, as well as a 

number of Corporate Groups.  Private donation possibilities have not been pursued at this 

stage. 

 

Federal and Provincial Granting Agencies 

Meetings held with officials from both the federal and provincial government  have been very 

helpful in providing advice and direction in this regard.  Staff from MP Patrick Weiler’s office 

have researched a variety of federal grants for which this project may be eligible, and have 

recommended the “Canada Cultural Investment Fund ­ Strategic Initiatives”.  This fund is 

designed to support projects which create improved access to cultural, recreational, and 

community infrastructure.  Laura Saretsky, manager of the BC Heritage Legacy Fund, has been 

made aware of the Navvy Jack House project and has committed to assisting us with the 

application process for this fund.  Finally, Paul Gravett, Executive Director at Heritage BC, has 

discussed  the merits of this project  with us on several occasions and has provided thoughtful 

strategic advice as to how best to approach potential funders, and has advised that the Project 

has a good chance of meeting eligibility criteria for both Provincial and Federal funding 

opportunities (See Appendix 7a).  

 

What have we learned?  While preservation of a historical building is important, at the heart of 

most successful heritage funding applications is a valued community benefit.  Funders have told 

us that it is the cause, the social good that will result from the preservation of the structure, 

that inspires those who serve on grant committees.  Each person with whom we spoke 

indicated that they found the “story” of this house, with its unique shared history of the earliest 

settlers and the inidigenous peoples, very compelling.  As well, projects that are most likely to 

be  funded are those that are collaborative, sometimes involving multiple partners, and where 

local government has a considerable financial investment.  Formal recognition of the heritage 

site by at least one level of government is almost always required. 
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Other Funding Opportunities 

    Corporations   

a. Royal Bank of Canada ­ Community and Social Impact 

b. VanCity ­ Partnership Funding Program 

    Foundations   

a. Vancouver Foundation 

    Philanthropy:  the citizens of West Vancouver are generous philanthropists, often supporting 

important causes beyond our community and around the world.  Recently, the West Vancouver 

Foundation has invited donors to “give where you live”, a program that has proven very 

successful related to recent campaigns focused on COVID­19 and the West Vancouver Place for 

Sport.  The Foundation would be pleased to host a fund devoted to the preservation of Navvy 

Jack House. 

Self­Funding: Business models exist in the public sector where a private corporation would 

assume responsibility for all capital improvements and operating costs for the building in 

exchange for a fixed­term no­cost or low­cost lease of 5 years or longer, possibly with an option 

to renew.  An example of this is the Stanley Park Brewing Co/Fish House agreement with the 

Vancouver Parks Board.  With a private funding model, heritage designation is not mandatory, 

but may still be desirable.  See Appendix B for photos and more information. 

 

Summary 

The Citizen Group has been advised that under the right circumstances, the Project would meet 

eligibility criteria for both Provincial and Federal Granting Agencies.   

Applications to public bodies will be most likely to succeed if the Project can demonstrate a 

valued community benefit.  

Success in these competitive processes may require that the building be legally protected, and 

will certainly require that the Municipality is seen to have a significant financial stake in the 

Project. 

Recommendations: 

1. Investigate a formal designation of the building; 

2. Commit to a significant investment in the building, to trigger other fundraising 

activities.  
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7a. Paul Gravett Funding Letter 
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8.  Community Support Letters 

Contents: 

8a: West Vancouver Historical Society 

8b. West Vancouver Community Arts Council 

8c. North Shore Heritage Preservation Society 

   8d. North Shore Historical Society 

8e. Savary Island Pie Company  

8f. Jacquie Gijssen (extract) Arts & Culture Planning & Infrastructure 

Projects 
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8a. WV Historical Society Letter 
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8b. Community Arts Council Letter  page 1 of 2 
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8b. Community Arts Council Letter  page 2 of 2 
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8c. North Shore Heritage Letter   
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8d. North Shore Historical Society Letter 
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8e. Savary Island Pie Co. Letter   
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Extract from longer correspondence: 8f. Jacquie Gijssen Letter   
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NAVVY JACK HOUSE 

The Case for Restoration and Preservation 
 

APPENDIX A

 

“The history of this community resides in this building.” 
 
 
A.  ADAPTIVE RE-USE & BLUE SKY IDEAS 

 
a. Boothroyd House & Boothroyd Heritage Coffee 
b. Stanley Park Brewing Co. 

c. Blue Sky Navvy Jack House Ideas! 

 Waterfront Corner Store 

 Corner Grocery & Cafe 

 Beach Cafe 

 Brew Pub 

 Heritage Foods 

 Community Facilities 
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BOOTHROYD HOUSE  
 

 Heritage house restored as key feature in a larger townhouse development 
 Boothroyd Heritage Coffee on ground floor, also serves as local photo gallery 
 Offices on 2nd floor, meeting room and music lessons in basement 
 Very similar building form to Navvy Jack House, but about 1 year younger 
 

 
 
 

    
Located at 5 Corners in Cloverdale, Surrey, at 60th Ave. & 168th Street  
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Morning coffee on Boothroyd House porch 
 

 
East patio looking west to Boothroyd House, with original building on left.  Later addition on 
right was retained to provide functional space to support the ground floor uses. 
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Boothroyd Heritage Coffee interior, features historical photographs and local art  
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Boothroyd's columns and fretwork are similar to Navvy Jack's, to be replicated and replaced. 

 
Canada Day celebration with outdoor concert in front of Boothroyd House's southern porch. 
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STANLEY PARK BREWING CO.  
 (Fish House) 
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WATERFRONT CORNER STORE 
 

 
Painting by Barbara Wood 

Background  (written by Geoff Jopson) 
 
"Some of you may remember the Downstairs Gallery, a small  art gallery once located in the 
Village Square in Ambleside.  Many years ago I attended the opening of a showing by Vancouver 
artist Barbara Wood, entitled "Corner Stores".  Barbara was known for her whimsical drawings 
of Vancouver buildings and street scenes, and had recently completed a series of prints 
celebrating the corner stores of the 1950's - family run stores  that at one time had been the 
heart of the neighbourhood in Kitsilano, Mt. Pleasant, Grandview, and West Vancouver. 
 
For the opening, the gallery brought back the nostalgia of that time by decorating its space to 
appear as a corner store, complete with penny candy, baseball cards, and an old Coke machine.  
The show was great fun, appealed to many of us with childhood memories of our favourite 
corner store, and every print sold that same day.  Three of the prints were of corner stores in our 
community - the "Black Cat" in West Bay, Sherman Post Office at Sandy Cove, and the 
Ambelside Grocery at 14th and Marine (and yes, that is the original spelling from the signage on 
the building).  Fortunately I purchased two, and they are shown in the attachments. 
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The Concept of a Waterfront Corner Store   
 
The corner stores that you see in these two photographs were much more than a place to buy a 
loaf of bread and some milk - they were places where people gathered.  Indeed, if you look 
closely at the photo of the Sherman Post Office, you will see that Barbara named this drawing 
"Meet me at Sherman's".  They were places where neighbours met for coffee, where the 
shopkeeper knew the children's names, and where the architecture was both unique and 
charming. . 
 
The restoration of corner stores such as these has proven very popular.  I have  visited several, 
and think of one in Woodstock, Vermont that was particularly charming, complete with a soda 
fountain and a large and comfortable veranda.  Visitors and residents alike were drawn to the 
warmth and history of the building.  
 
On the waterfront in West Vancouver, filled with photographs of the original home and 
its residents, I believe that such a "corner store" would prove very popular.  It would have a 
heritage appeal, though of a time period well after the founding of our community, and perhaps 
it could be the permanent home of the West Van Historical Society." 
 

 
Painting by Barbara Wood 
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 CORNER GROCERY & CAFE 

  
 Le Marche St. George 
Address: East 28th Avenue and St. George (near Main Street)  
Web site: http://www.marchestgeorge.com/menu2.  
Press: http://www.marchestgeorge.com/press 
 
"A very cool corner grocery store that sells coffee, fresh made crepes and locally sourced cheese 
and grocery items. They now have a second location at West 7th and Ontario that is a wine bar 
with gourmet local cheese."  
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CORNER GROCERY & CAFE  

  
The Federal Store 
Address: West 10th Avenue and Quebec (near Main Street, 2601 Quebec) 
Web site: https://federalstore.ca/ 
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/federalstorevan/?hl=en 
 
"Great grocery store, restaurant also with an old corner store theme."  

    

 
"The Federal Store is a small neighbourhood grocery and cafe 
tucked into the heart of Mount Pleasant, Vancouver. We 
specialize in local groceries, lunches, handmade baking, cakes, 
and exceptional coffee—all made with love."   
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BEACH CAFE  
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 BREW PUB 
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HERITAGE FOODS 

 
 
 

 picnic baskets
 fish and chips
 fiddleheads

 heritage candy
 gelato

 bannock
 apple pie
 etcetera...
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 COMMUNITY FACILITIES 

 
 

 MULTI-PURPOSE 
COMMUNUNITY BUILDING 

 
 ARTS FACILITIES 

 MUSIC, DRAMA, VISUAL ARTS 
 

 MEETING SPACES 
 EVENTS 

 WEDDINGS 
 

 RECONCILIATION CENTRE 
 TEACHING FACILITY 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 FITNESS ,YOGA... 
 

 ETCETERA... 
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NAVVY JACK HOUSE 
The Case for Restoration and Preservation 

 
 

APPENDIX B 

 
 

“The history of this community resides in this building.” 
 

 
 

B.  SITE INFORMATION & BACKGROUND 

 

a. Proposed Navvy Jack House Site Concept  

b. Site Plans & Surveys 

c. Architectural Elevations 

d. Floor Plans 

Existing 

1910-1914 (Assumed) 

e. Nickel Brothers Canada 

f. BC Building Code – Preliminary Analysis 
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NAVVY JACK HOUSE 
SITE CONCEPT 

 
Navvy Jack House should be restored as an important heritage building which can also showcase 
the proposed streamworks with a series of viewing opportunities from stepped decks.  
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NAVVY JACK HOUSE 
SITE CONCEPT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendations: 
 Restore the south porch, with its turned columns and fretwork 
 Consider reinstating the upper triangular gable on the south 
 Use a series of stepped decks to accommodate increase in grade to address flood levels, 

while providing seating opportunities and overview of new streamworks. 
 Evaluate possibility of reinstating part of the original orchard 
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NAVVY JACK HOUSE 
SITE CONCEPT 

 
EXISTING   (unsightly additions at upper and main floor) 
 

 
PROPOSED  (reinstate south porch overlooking Burrard inlet, and possibly upper gable.) 
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SCHEMATIC SITE PLAN  

 
Navvy Jack House is proposed to be relocated east across Lawson Channel, with the exact location 
determined in coordination with existing trees, view corridors, and municipal infrastructure. 
 

  EXISTING AERIAL VIEW 
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 SITE PLAN: STREAMKEEPERS' PROPOSAL 
 
    

 

 

Proposed fish habitat stream loop on west side of Lawson Creek 
 

    

 
View south-west across Lawson Creek channel to east face of Navvy Jack House 
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SOUTH ELEVATION  1910-1914 

 
 
 

        
       South View 1910: Wedding of John Lawson's daughter  
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EAST ELEVATION  1910-1914 

 
 

   
    West View 1910, with orchard  
       (similar East View, symmetrical building)  
 
WEST ELEVATION  1910-1914 
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UPPER FLOOR PLAN  Existing  

          
 
GROUND FLOOR PLAN  Existing 
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UPPER FLOOR PLAN  1910-1914 (assumed) 

            
 

GROUND FLOOR PLAN  1910-1914 (assumed)   
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EXTENT OF ORIGINAL STRUCTURE PRESERVED 
 
UPPER FLOOR PLAN  Existing  

 
 
 

GROUND FLOOR PLAN  Existing 
 

 
 
 

 1872 structure is intact (light blue) with original lean-to at north (medium blue) 
 Confirmed original walls in dark blue. Floors and roof structure are largely original. 
 Further work needed on site to determine full extent of original structure/walls. 
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Nickel Brothers Canada 
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From: Jeremy Nickel [mailto:jeremy@nickelbros.com]  
Sent: Saturday, July 04, 2020 12:07 PM 
To: Brenda Clark 
Cc: Jeremy Nickel 
Subject: RE: Navvy Jack House - Condition Assessment 
 

Dear Ms. Clark, 
 
Our company has been in business since 1956 and have relocated more than 10,000 buildings in 
Canada and the United States. As the largest building mover in North America with more than 
600 Historic building relocations, we have provided feasibility studies for many of these 
buildings.  
 
After reviewing all of the relevant documents available regarding the “Navy Jack House” 
(currently located at 1768 Argyle Ave, West Vancouver) including structural and architectural 
reports, I have concluded that the stated historic property is a viable candidate for relocation. 
Please let me know if you require any additional information. 
 
Kind Regards, 
Jeremy Nickel, President 
 

 
Heavy Lifting & Transportation Since 1956 
 
 

Check out our NEW Online Brochure 
 
Nickel Bros Canada  
1528 Broadway Street, Port Coquitlam, BC, V3C 2M8 
Tel:  604.944.9430  Fax:  604.944.6082 
 

Nickel Bros Vancouver Island  
1990 Balsam Road, Nanaimo, BC, V9X 1T5 
Tel:  250.753.2268  Fax:  250.753.8215 
 

Nickel Bros USA  
3304 156th ST NE, Marysville WA 98271 
Tel:  425.257.2067  Fax:  425.257.2069 
 
NB Industrial Transport Website  
NB Residential Moving & Building Sales Website 

  
Privileged, confidential, or protected information may be contained in this message or its attachments. If you are not the intended recipient, please 
notify the sender immediately by return e-mail and delete/destroy all copies. Any dissemination or use of this information by a person other than 
the intended recipient is unauthorized and may be illegal. 
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BALLPARK ESTIMATES: 
 
 

1. LIFT HOUSE IN PLACE:  $30,000 
 
2. MOVE HOUSE TO EAST:  $50,000 
 
3. MOVE HOUSE 4 BLOCKS TO FERRY BUILDING ARTS AREA: $150‐200,000  

    (DEPENDING ON COST OF MOVING OVERHEAD LINES) 
 
ALL LOCATIONS, INCLUDING THE EXISTING, REQUIRE SITE EXCAVATION AND A NEW FOUNDATION (TO 
BE INCLUDED IN REBUILDING COSTS). 

 
(As confirmed by Jeremy Nickel) 
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B.C. BUILDING CODE 
Preliminary Analysis 

 
 

Heritage Buildings are defined in the Code.  Consequently less stringent requirements apply referred to 
as “Alternate Compliance Method”.  Many of the Alternate Compliance Methods are contingent upon 
fire sprinklers.  Therefore, if anything, provide the fire sprinklers.  A while back a heritage building was 
ravaged by fire https://www.timescolonist.com/news/local/fire‐ravages‐historic‐home‐in‐vic‐west‐can‐
it‐be‐saved‐1.24126290 

Please refer to Division A, Sentence 1.1.1.1.(5) which states the following: 

For heritage buildings, the Alternate Compliance Methods for Heritage Buildings in Table 

1.1.1.1.(5) may be substituted for requirements contained elsewhere in this Code. (See Note A‐

1.1.1.1.(5). 

There is a provision in both Parts 3 and 9 for a Low Occupant Load Assembly (coffee shop type 

occupancies) to be considered Group D occupancies as follows: 

9.10.2.3. Group A, Division 2, Low Occupant Load 

1) This Part may apply to a Group A, Division 2 assembly occupancy that is permitted by Article 3.1.2.6. 

to be classified as a Group D, business and personal services occupancy, provided the building in which 

the assembly occupancy is located complies with Sentence 1.3.3.3.(1) of Division A.(See Note A‐3.1.2.6.) 

3.1.2.6. Group A, Division 2, Low Occupant Load 

1) A suite of Group A, Division 2 assembly occupancy, except a child or infant daycare facility, is 

permitted to be classified as a Group D, business and personal services occupancy provided 

a) the number of persons in the suite does not exceed 30, and 

b) except as permitted by Sentence (2), the suite is separated from the remainder of the 

building by a fire separation having a fire‐resistance rating of not less than 1 hr. 

2) The fire separation required by Sentence (1) need not have a fire‐resistance rating where the suite is 

located in a building that is sprinklered throughout. 
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3) A permanent sign, with lettering not less than 50 mm high with a 12 mm stroke, indicating the lesser 

of the occupant load for the suite or 30 persons, shall be posted in a conspicuous location near the 

suite’s principal entrance 

A‐3.1.2.6. Group A, Division 2, Low Occupant Load. 

A suite of Group A, Division 2 assembly is permitted to be classified as a Group D business and personal 

services occupancy provided the requirements of Article 3.1.2.6. are complied with. This re‐classification 

permits the suite to be located in a building to which Part 9 of the Code is applicable. 

The heritage house (a Single Family Dwelling, SFD) is to be re‐classified to something other a SFD. 

Therefore, exiting and floor separations must be addressed. 

As already noted, a fire sprinkler system should be provided to realize the greatest opportunities for 

relaxation of Code requirements.  The fire sprinkler system will act as a fire alarm system yielding 

greater potential cost savings. 

Access for Disabled persons is required, where the requirements of Article 3.8.4.5. are applicable. 

Washroom requirements are also necessary but there is built‐in flexibility for existing buildings by 

meeting requirements "...acceptable to the Authority Having Jurisdiction (District of West Vancouver)." 

The second floor should be classified as office use which is the least restrictive in relation to Code. 

Residential use is possible.  Classification of the second floor as storage has more restrictive implications 

from a Building Code fire‐separation standpoint as storage is classified as F2.   

 

SUMMARY 

 Sprinkler the building 

 If limit Occupant Load to 30 people, comply with Part 9 of the BCBC.   

 If Occupant Load over 30 people, comply with Part 3 of the BCBC.  This must be identified early 
as rental potential may be affected.  Multi‐purposes meeting spaces, gatherings, seminars, could 
exceed an Occupant Load of 100. 

 If Brew Pub use is desired, this is classed F2 (Industrial); may be simpler in terms of Code 
Upgrades to brew off‐site and bring in.  Tasting Room is ok as it is an ancillary use. 

 Residential or office is recommended for the upper floor, as storage is classed F2 (industrial). 

 Outdoor seating:  Increase in Occupant Load may increase washroom requirements, as 
determined by Authority Having Jurisdiction (DWV). 

 Interconnected floors are difficult in combustible heritage buildings.  Vaulted spaces could be 
achieved in combination with a 40% mezzanine. 
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NAVVY JACK HOUSE 
The Case for Preservation and Restoration 

 

APPENDIX C 

 
 

“The history of this community resides in this building.” 
 
 

C.  HISTORICAL RESEARCH 

 

a. Family History of John (Navvy Jack) Thomas  
b. Land Title History of Navvy Jack's DL 775  
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FAMILY HISTORY OF JOHN "NAVVY JACK" THOMAS 
 

In 2000, Hugh Johnston published a final report for the West Vancouver Historical Society, on 
the history of John "Navvy Jack" Thomas, that provides the most detailed reporting of   Navvy 
Jack's life to date. As such, we are reproducing excerpts of his reports below. His sourcing was 
not fully documented and new information since has led us to correct some of the information 
(shown  in  square  brackets)  but  the  excerpts  below  still  represents  the  best  information  on 
Navvy  Jack's  personal  history  currently  found.  Hugh  Johnston  starts  his  report  as  follows 
(photos were added by us). 
 

"John Thomas, one of eleven brothers, was born, near Cardiff, in Wales about 1832 [his 
death record released since indicates 1829 and that he was born in Cornwall] during the 
reign of William IV. As a young man, he sailed for western North America and arrived in 
B.C.  Colony  about  1859,  during  the  Cariboo  gold  rush.  According  to  his  daughter 
Christine,  in  conversation  with  Capt.  C. W.  Cates  in  1938,  he  had  worked  in many 
locations before arriving in Burrard Inlet in 1866. Capt. T. J. Jackman, an early resident of 
Gastown, described him as being about 5ft. 9in. tall, 160‐170  lbs., heavily built, square 
shouldered,  dark  curly  hair, moustache,  very  temperate  and  kind  to  his  family.  He 
apparently came from a good family who repeatedly asked him to return to Wales. 

... 
IN THE CARIBOO 1860 ‐ 1865 

The first reference to his presence in the Colony occurs 
during the Cariboo Gold Rush where he was involved in 
the  freighting  business.  The  cariboo  pack  trail  which 
preceded the wagon road was completed as far as Soda 
Creek  in  1860  and  John  Thomas  was  said  to  be 
operating  a  riverboat  carrying  supplies  from  there  to 
Quesnel during this period. Thomas would be about 30 
years old at  this  time. His  friend, Capt.Jackman  stated 

that, in 1863, Thomas had packed, on his back, a piano 
from Quesnel to Barkerville charging a dollar a pound! 

This appears to be only partly true. Barkerville Museum files imply that he was one of a 
party of  five men who packed  in  the piano  for Mary Nathan's Saloon. The piano was 
shipped  from  France  in  a  sailing  vessel  around Cape Horn, up  the  Fraser  to Hope by 
sternwheeler, to Quesnel by wagon, and then packed in to Barkerville. The instrument is 
known today as the Kelly piano and is in the Barkerville Museum collection. The Cariboo 
wagon  road  reached  Barkerville  in  1865  and  the  large  wagon  trains  replaced  the 
independent freighter. Thomas'  last known freight contract  in the  interior was  in early 
1866  involving the delivery of 175 pounds of beef over 35 miles of mountains  into the 
Big Bend mining camps from Seymour City in the Shuswap country. 

 
BURRARD INLET‐ First ferry service 1866 
Activity on the inlet had begun in 1863 with the building of the Pioneer Sawmill on the 
north shore. By 1866 a corduroy wagon road had been cut through to New Westminster 
from New Brighton and Hastings Mill was under construction. John Thomas arrived and 
began a ferry service on the inlet in the spring of 1866 using a five ton sloop (about 30 

Figure 1 KellypPiano carried by Navvy 
Jack to Barkerville and still there. 
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ft.) [A newspaper account said his sloop was named "the Lily"] to carry passengers and 
freight between Moodyville, Hastings  and  the Westminster  trail  at New Brighton. He 
also used a rowboat where only one or two passengers were  involved‐ pioneers water 
taxi! Thomas operated  this  ferry  service until Capt. Van Bramer arrived with his  small 
steamer "Sea Foam"  to begin a scheduled service  [in 1868] which connected with  the 
new daily stagecoach over Douglas Road [that started] in October 1866. 

 
VANCOUVERS FIRST GRAVEL SUPPLIER 1867 
John "Navvy Jack" Thomas seems to have had an affinity for the transportation business. 
Undaunted when the "Sea Foam" displaced his ferry operation he began hauling clean 
river‐washed gravel  from  the mouth of  the Capilano  to  construction  sites around  the 
Inlet.  This  fine  grade  of  sand‐gravel  mix,  the  major  component  in  the  making  of 
concrete,  is to this day called "Navvyjack"  in Vancouvers building trade. One might say 
that Thomas supplied the foundation on which early Vancouver was built. He would be 
pleased to know that, after 130 years, when builders need sand and gravel the call still 
goes out for " Navvy Jack". Until about 1882 his "city office" was reported to be a shack 
on the waterfront at the foot of Abbott St.  in the village of Granville (commonly called 
"Gastown")  The  location was  described  as  "behind  the Methodist  Parsonage,  across 
from  Simmons  Hole‐in‐the‐wall  Saloon  and  just  a  few  doors  east  of Madam  Birdie 
Stewarts  establishment".  Obviously  a  center  of  commerce  from  which  to  promote 
gravel sales. This enterprise appears to have continued for over twenty years. His base 
of operation in West Vancouver appears to have been in the only secure anchorage near 
the Capilano, in Swy‐Wee Lagoon at the west edge I.R. No.5. The entrance to the Lagoon 
had ample depth at high  tide and his  sloop would be protected  from  the  sea on  the 
south and west. (Later settlers called it "Ambleside Slough" and even later it was filled in 
to create today's park) The duckpond is all that remains of Swy‐Wee Lagoon today. This 
Lagoon also saw the arrival of the second industry when Sewell Moody set up a logging 
camp just west of the entrance in 1870. 

 
GRANVILLE HOTEL 1871‐73 

The early 1870's seem to have been a time of prosperity 
for Thomas. The mills at Moodyville and Hastings were 
expanding, as were  the  communities  surrounding  them 
and "Navvyjack" was  in great demand.  In this period he 
invested  in  the  hotel  business,  acquired  land,  built  a 
house and became a married man. 
Navvy  Jack  invested  in  a  partnership  with  Joseph 
Mannion  in  the  operation  of  the  newly  built  Granville 
Hotel  erected  by  Ebeneezer  Brown.  [An  article  in  BC 
Magazine in June 1911, p.194, states Navvy Jack built the 
hotel with Mr. Brown].   Mannion had been a contractor 

involved  in  the  construction of Hastings Mill and  later would become one of  the  first 
Aldermen of Vancouver. The hotel was rated as a respectable first class establishment of 
the time. 

 
   

Figure 2 Granville Hotel (centre) built 
by Navvy Jack 
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FIRST PERMANENT RESIDENCE IN W.V.‐ 1873 
 
Navvy Jacks house, presently 1768 Argyle, appears to have been built about this time. 
Accounts describe "his neat white house, almost elegant for it's time" as being in place 

when  Albert  Finney  arrived  to  lay  the 
foundation  for  the  first  Point  Atkinson 
Lighthouse  in May 1874. Thomas  sold his 
half  interest  in  the Granville Hotel  to  his 
partner, Joe Mannion in 1873, presumably 
to  finance  the  [purchase and/or] building 
of  the house and barn on his property  in 
West  Vancouver.  The  holding  was 
described  as  choice  wooded  water 

frontage  stretching  from  today's  Navvy 
Jack Point to about 16th St. and extending 

inland  to  about  Haywood  Ave.  The  price,  a  tidy  sum  at  the  time  ‐  $  160.00  plus 
improvement  requirements  and  building  costs.  The  formal  certificate  of  transfer was 
finally  issued on Nov 24,1874. The  changeover  from a British Colony  to a Province of 
Canada  in  this  period  probably  accounts  for  the  delay  in  official  recognition  of  the 
transfer. 
The house was built using the finest material of the time, clear old‐growth fir and cedar. 
The sheathing and sub‐floors a full one‐inch thick and twelve inches wide and the floors 
of edge grain fir. The exterior was finished  in distinctive moulded cedar siding and the 
interior in the vee‐jointed paneling popular at the time. The full width porch across the 
front had  lathe‐turned posts  complete with Victorian  "gingerbread' ornamentation  in 
the arches. 
It  is a credit to the builder that the house has served for [147] years. Many alterations 
and additions have been made during its life but Navvy Jack would still easily recognize 
the  main  structure  today.  His  barn  appears  to  have  been  built  to  the  same  high 
standard. The building was renovated in the 1920's and served as the Masonic Hall until 
1950 when the present Masonic Lodge replaced it on the same site. 
 
A MARRIED MAN 
 
In the early 1870's Thomas married Row‐i‐a [other records give her name as Slawia and 
she was baptized  just before her death  in 1888 as Magdeleine], daughter of Quil‐eet‐
rock,  granddaughter  of  old  Chief  Ki‐ep‐i‐lano.  [Slawias']  elder  sister was  the wife  of 
Joseph Silvey Simmons who operated the first store on Burrard Inlet. (See genealogy of 
Ki‐ep‐i‐lano att.) Accounts  indicate Thomas was  fond of gardening. He planted a small 
orchard  of  about  thirty  fruit  trees,  a  vegetable  garden  and  reportedly  experimented 
with tobacco and even sugar cane. It is possible that he could sell surplus produce to the 
nearby  logging  camp operated by Moody. He eventually had  several acres  cleared as 
pasture  for  the horses and  several cows. Water was piped  for  the garden, house and 
barn from a small weir a short distance up the creek." 

 

Figure 3  Navvy Jack House circa 1907 with new additions
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The sections that follows in Hugh Johnston's report went into what was known of his children 
but he did not have the benefit of B.C.'s birth, marriage and death records that were released 
online by BC Archives more recently. Therefore we will provide our own summary at the end 
based on the best information available now. The section that follows in Hugh Johnston's 
report covers Navvy Jack's later years.  
 

"THE 1880'S 
This was a decade of optimism in Burrard Inlet. The CPR was under construction to link 
the  coast  with  the  rest  of  Canada.  The  Government,  to  prevent  land  speculation, 
suspended  pre‐emption  privileges  in  the  area  until  the  terminus  of  the  railway was 
decided. The Thomas family  in England urged Navvy Jack to send the children there to 
be  educated.  He  chose  instead,  to  hire  as  governess,  a Miss Wynn  to  see  to  their 
education. Miss Wynn later married Mr. Jones, founder of the pioneer tent and Awning 
Company.  [Marriage  records  confirm  that Mary  Elizabeth Wynn  (42) married  Charles 
Henry Jones (58) on November 13, 1897, the day before Navvy Jack died up north]. 
 
"Navvy Jack" [was in his 50's] at this time but still had an adventurous spirit. When the 
legendary tugboat master Charles H. Cates first arrived on the coast he and "Navvy Jack" 
bought a  large  rowboat  from Andy Linton and embarked on a prospecting  trip  to  the 
north  coast.  They  experienced  some  excitement  navigating  through  the  infamous 
Euclataw Rapids in a rowboat ‐ a trip few would attempt today without the benefit of a 
tidebook.  In 1886,when  the  first train arrived  in Vancouver, "Navvy  Jack" and his  five‐
ton sloop were reportedly still in operation.  
 
Pre‐emption  privileges  were  restored  in  1886  and  within  months  Navvy  Jack  had 
neighbours. All waterfront  land was quickly taken up though  few others  lived on their 
land  full  time. A  road  survey  line was  run  to Eagle Harbour but  this  soon  returned  to 
nature. A boat would give the only access to these properties for many years yet. 
Navvy Jack worked, for a time, at the Terminal Hotel in Vancouver travelling to and from 
work  in a rowboat from West Vancouver. Our first commuter! He would be pleased to 
know that we follow his example to this day, although in somewhat more comfort. 
 
An  amusing  newspaper  story  credits  Navvy  Jacks  rooster  as  being  the  first  aid  to 
navigation at  the entrance  to  First Narrows. The  sternwheel  steamer  "Yosemite" was 
carrying excursion passengers from Victoria  in the early morning of May 24,1888. They 
encountered heavy fog on the difficult approach to First Narrows and decided to anchor 
until the fog lifted. When Navvy Jacks rooster began to crow the Captain took a bearing 
on  the  sound,  raised  anchor,  safely  navigated  the  harbour  entrance  and  arrived  on 
schedule.  Another  interesting marine  event  occurred  in  1891 when  Navvy  Jacks  son 
William, a good boatman at age 10, rescued 6 year old Alfred Williams from drowning 
near  the mouth of  the Capilano. By a  strange  coincidence, Alfred Williams's nephew, 
Lloyd, now lives in the house built by Navvy Jack Thomas [until he passed away in 2017]. 
The Williams family, during 1891, lived about a mile west of Navvy Jack." 
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Hugh Johnston continues his story with land transactions over Navvy Jack's property in the 
1890's  within the backdrop of a great depression. Land Title documents obtained since his 
report was complete provide clearer details of what happened next and so we leave his report 
and tell the story ourselves. 
 
 THE GREAT DEPRESSION OF THE 1890'S 
 
After a decade of prosperity, world demand retracted in the 1890's, leading to collapse of 
markets for Vancouver's export dependent economy. The financial crisis in the US in 1893 led 
to a decade of stagnation, both here and abroad.   
 
As for Navvy Jack, he finally received his Crown Grant, that was issued October 28, 1890, for the 
160 acre property he had been living on for over 16 years. He then went about subdividing the 
land by filing the very first subdivision plans for what would become West Vancouver. Plan 627 
was surveyed and accepted for filing in the Land Title Office on October 10, 1892. This gave 
Navvy Jack the power to sell individual lots off his property as laid out by the subdivision plan. 
However the first transaction on the land ended up not being his at all. A fraudster by the name 
of Joseph Hartford Gill filed false documents transferring title of a portion of Navvy Jack's land 
into Gill's name on November 2, 1892. Gill then transferred the property into his wifes' name, 
Minnie Gill on February 6, 1893 and borrowed funds using the stolen property as security 
resulting in mortgages on the property. It is unclear when Navvy Jack found out about the 
fraudulent transfer, however, it was likely then the first mortgagee commenced foreclosure 
proceedings against the property. Under B.C. law the bona fide mortgagee is protected because 
they relied on the title which was in Gill's name. In the end, Navvy Jack was forced to redeem 
both of Gill's mortgages himself and had to go to the Supreme Court to prove the fraud in order 
to have the property transferred back into his name. His lawsuit was successful and the court 
made the order on May 14, 1894. We'll never know the total legal expense to complete the 
litigation and defend the foreclosure but it would have been considerable, likely in the 
thousands.   
 
The fraudulently transferred property did not include the west 100 acres of his property. This 
he sold to Edward Mahon, apparently prior to the filing of the subdivision, and that sale 
completed on July 13, 1893. Navvy Jack also sold another parcel over 10 acres in size to William 
Jones on June 22, 1894 after the return of his property. 
 
The one piece of good news in 1894 was his oldest daughter married on July 1, 1894, shortly 
after the last land sale. Navvy Jack had raised four children in the house with his wife Slawia, 
whom he married circa 1875. Slawia had tragically died in June 1888 at the young age of 35. 
Their four children were Emma, born December 6, 1876. Christine born September 25, 1877, 
Mary born January 18, 1880 and William "Samson" Thomas believed to be born in 1881.  
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Figure 4 Navvy Jack's daughters 

Christine, the second oldest, married Henry Jack six months after her sister married, on January 
2, 1895. They provided Navvy Jack with his first grandchild, Adeline Jack born September 6, 
1896. Christine would go on to have six more children and live a full life with Henry Jack who 
predeceased her in 1955. Christine died March 23, 1960 in her son‐in‐law's home, the famous 
actor, Chief Dan George. 
 
Emma's first child, Alexander,  was born February 4, 1897, nine months before Navvy Jack 
passed away but, Alexander only survived two weeks passing on February 19, 1897. Emma 
would go on to have five more children with Pierre until he passed away at an early age. She 
then married Pascal "Pete" Williams and had six children with him. She passed away on January 
25, 1962 still living on the North Shore as part of the Mission Reserve where she spent her life 
after marriage, and leaving many grandchildren and great grandchildren. 
 
Mary  first married Jack "John" Findlay and had six children with him while living in the Mission 
Reserve. John passed away December 1912 and Mary remarried to William James Walker on 
December 12, 1915. She had two children with him. Mary Walters was residing in Hartley Bay 
up the coast near Prince Rupert when she passed away November 12, 1960.  
 
There are no archival records involving William "Samson" Thomas, pertaining to births, 
marriages or death. However records obtained from a court proceeding defending indigenous 
rights in the 1970's indicate he first married Louisa Peters on June 22, 1900 in Musquem.  he 
had three children through that marriage. After his first wife died, he married Susan Rose 
George on March 28, 1910.  She was Tsleil‐Wauthuth and they had four children together. His 
death records have not been found. 
 
Navvy Jack died in the Royal Cariboo Hospital in Barkerville on November 14, 1897. We know 
from probate records that owned fee simple title to the Discovery Claim on Jack O' Clubs Creek, 
north west of Barkerville. The cause of death was heart disease. The medical certificate of 
death usually states how long the doctor saw the patient before death but in Navvy Jack's case 
it was crossed out indicating he died quickly after admission. The Probate history is 
documented in Appendix * but sheds little light on what he did in his final years up north. His  
home and property in West Vancouver had been missed in the Probate process and his family 
were unable to manage his affairs because of it. The home and property remained in legal 
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limbo until sold in a foreclosure proceeding for a small mortgage he obtained before going 
north. The house and property ended up being sold to John Lawson, known as the "father of 
West Vancouver" to start another chapter the story of this house, the oldest remaining house 
on the North Shore. 

 

   



Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 
 

Sept. 14, 2020                        APPENDIX C:  HISTORICAL RESEARCH                           Page 9 of 47 

 
 

LAND TITLE HISTORY OF NAVVY JACK'S DISTRICT LOT 775 

by Paul Hundal ©2020  

 

CROWN GRANT TO JOHN "NAVVY JACK" THOMAS 

From the perspective of the Land Title Office of British Columbia (LTO), which acts 

as a land registry under the "Torren system", the land title history of a property 

begins with the issuance and filing of a Crown Grant. 

The Torren system is relatively unique to British Columbia because unlike most 

other land registries in North America, our system guarantees title. Whatever the 

LTO says regarding the state of title becomes absolute legal title. They start with 

the premise that the Crown Grant provides the first "fee simple" title to land and 

when filed with the LTO, the Crown Grant is entered in the "Absolute Fee Book" 

as the first registration of land making it "indefeasible" title. It is sometimes said 

that the Torren system is "title by registration" instead of "registration of title". 

Most of North America uses a registration of title system. The first step of 

registering the Crown Grant  in the LTO is the only step that constitutes 

"registration of title". After that the Torren land title system takes over and grants 

"title by registration". 

On October 28, 1890 a Crown Grant of approximately 160 acres was issued to 

John Thomas and is described as DL 775. The Crown Grant is shown as EXHIBIT 1. 

A sketch of the location of DL 775 forms part of the Crown Grant and is shown as 

EXHIBIT 2. The confirmation of receipt of the $160 purchase price paid on 

November 7, 1890 is attached as EXHIBIT 3 (being the statutory fee of $1/acre).  

The entry in the Absolute Fee Book is shown as EXHIBIT 4 which formalizes the 

registration of John Thomas's indefeasible title to District Lot 775 (DL 775).  

The location of DL 775 can be seen currently as being from 16th Street at its 

eastern boundary to 22nd St. at the west boundary, north to Haywood Ave 

(including the lots on the north side) and south to the waterfront.  
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EXHIBIT 1
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EXHIBIT 2
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EXHIBIT 3 
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EXHIBIT 4 
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PRE‐EMPTION PROCESS IN ORDER TO OBTAIN CROWN GRANT 

The process to obtain a Crown Grant is far more complex than a simple purchase 

and must be understood to unravel the history of this property prior to the 

issuance of the Crown Grant in 1890; especially since John Thomas was not the 

original pre‐emptor of the land. The original pre‐emptor of the land was a man 

named James Blake. 

There were three ways to acquire land from the Crown in those days, 1) pre‐

emption, 2) direct purchase of government surveyed land, and 3) military grant.  

The first laws granting the right to "pre‐emption" were made by Proclamation of 

Governor James Douglas in 1860. I say Proclamation because in those days the 

Governor ruled by "fiat". There was no legislature to pass laws. 

On January 4, 1860 Governor Douglas made the following unnamed 

Proclamation: 

"1. That from and after the date hereof, British Subjects and aliens who 

shall take the oath of allegiance to her Majesty and Her successors, may 

acquire unoccupied and unreserved, and unsurveyed Crown land in British 

Columbia (...) under the following conditions: 

2. The person desiring to acquire any particular plot of land of the character 

aforesaid, shall enter into possession thereof and record his claim to any 

quantity not exceeding 160 acres thereof, with the magistrate residing 

nearest thereto, paying to the said magistrate the sum of eight shillings for 

recording such claim...The claimant shall give the best possible description 

thereof to the magistrate with whom his claim is recorded, together with a 

rough plan thereof, and identify the plot in question by placing at the 

corners of the land four posts, and by stating in his description any other 

land marks on the said 160 acres, which he may consider of a noticeable 

character. 

3. Whenever the Government survey shall extend to the land claimed, the 

claimant who has recorded his claim as aforesaid, or his heirs, or in the case 

of a grant of certificate of improvement hereinafter mentioned, the assigns 

of such a claimant shall, if he or they shall have been in continuous 
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occupation of the same land from the date of the record aforesaid, be 

entitled to purchase the land so pre‐empted at such rate as may for the 

time being fixed by the Government of British Columbia not exceeding the 

sum of 10 shillings per acre. 

4. No interest in any plot of land required as aforesaid, shall before the 

payment of the purchase money, be capable of passing to a purchaser 

unless the vendor shall have obtained a certificate from the nearest 

magistrate that he has made improvements on the said plot to the value of 

10s. per acre. 

5. Upon payment of the purchase money, a conveyance of the land 

purchased shall be executed in favour of the purchaser, reserving the 

precious minerals with a right to enter and work same in favour of the 

Crown, its assigns and licensees.  6...." 

As a result of this Proclamation, lands in British Columbia were available for 

homesteading. Not surprisingly the first three Crown Grants issued on the North 

Shore were at the mouths of its most important watercourses, DL 193  at the 

mouth of Seymour River, DL 204 at the mouth of Lynn Creek and DL 237 at the 

mouth of Capilano River. 

Over the next ten years these rules were refined to expressly exclude indigenous 

people. Governor Seymour, who took over from Governor Douglas, revoked all 

pre‐emptions by natives retroactively, on March 26, 1866.  

They also barred women and non‐British subjects from pre‐empting. On June 1, 

1870, the "Land Ordinance, 1870" was enacted by the Governor, with the advice 

and consent of the Legislative Council of B.C. consolidating all previous Acts, 

Ordinances and Proclamations affecting Crown lands, except the Military and 

Naval Settlers Act. The definition of who may pre‐empt was limited to men and 

the ban on "Aborigines" pre‐empting was expanded to any Aborigines from North 

America. It also created an age restriction of eighteen and over, which was not in 

the previous Acts. Section 3 stated for the first time: 

"3. From and after the date of ... this Ordinance, any male person being a 

British Subject, of the age of eighteen years or over, may acquire the right 
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to pre‐empt any tract of unoccupied, unsurveyed and unreserved Crown 

Lands (not being an Indian Settlement) not exceeding ... one hundred and 

sixty acres... Provided that such right of pre‐emption shall not be held to 

extend to any of the Aborigines of this Continent, except to such as shall 

have obtained the Governor's special permission in writing to that effect." 

These were the laws in effect when John Thomas sought to acquire land. Some 

of the procedures changed but what continued throughout was essentially the 

following process. 

First step: Find unsurveyed, unoccupied and unreserved land, place posts on the 

four corners of up to 160 acres, then file a rough map with the Land 

Commissioner in order to obtain a "Record of Pre‐emption". This Record gave you 

the right to temporarily occupy this land but you had no right to sell this interest. 

It was not transferrable. 

On April 3, 1872, James Blake obtained a Record of Pre‐emption over the lands 

that would later be described as DL 775. The original Record of Pre‐emption is 

shown as EXHIBIT 6 and the sketch he used to describe the land is shown as 

EXHIBIT 5. 

EXHIBIT 5 
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EXHIBIT 6 
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Second step: To "improve" and continuously occupy the land for up to two years 

and if you could prove that you have made the prescribed improvements within 

that time you were granted a Certificate of Improvement. This Certificate gave 

the holder a legal interest in land that could be sold, mortgaged or leased.  

On March 26, 1873 a Certificate of Improvement (shown as EXHIBIT 7) was 

issued to James Blake based on three statutory Declarations. The first statutory 

Declaration (shown as EXHIBIT 8) was sworn by James Blake swearing the he 

has been in continuous occupation of the land since he pre‐empted it, that he 

built a house on the land and cleared two acres thereby adding over $400 of 

improvements to the land.  He added that he chopped another two acres to 

prepare it for clearing. The second statutory Declaration was sworn by Wilson 

Towles (shown as EXHIBIT 9) stating essentially what James Blake had said but 

added that five acres of land had been drained. The third statutory Declaration 

was sworn by James McGinnis (shown as EXHIBIT 10) repeated what Wilson 

Towles had said.  

I researched who all the people were who were named. Little information has 

been found on James Blake. The 1871 Directory shows him on a list of mill 

employees for either Burrard Mill owned by Sewell Moody of Hastings Mill. An 

extract of this Directory is shown as EXHIBIT 11. He disappears 

from the next Directory in 1874 but the name does show up in 

Victoria as a sailor or later as a mariner but research does not 

confirm if it is the same man. Online searches of BC Archives death 

records did not show him.  The other deponents named were 

Wilson Towles and James McGinnis. Both these names show up in 

the Langley Directory of residents. Wilson Towles was recognized 

as an early pioneer of Langley who arrived in 1871 and built a hotel in Langley 

called the Commercial Hotel immediately after arriving. His history is partly 

outlined on the Langley Municipal website. No further information was found on 

James McGinnis. 
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EXHIBIT 7 
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EXHIBIT 8 
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EXHIBIT 9 
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EXHIBIT 10 
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EXHIBIT 11 
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After James Blake acquired the Certificate of Improvement in March 1873 he had 

the legal right to sell, mortgage or lease his interest in the land. On November 27, 

1874 James Blake signed over his interest in DL 775 to John "Navvy Jack" 

Thomas. The Transfer of Interest is shown as EXHIBIT 12 below. 

EXHIBIT 12 
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When a Transfer of Interest in land takes place a new Pre‐emption Record is 

issued to the buyer, in this case John Thomas. This is shown below as EXHIBIT 13.  

EXHIBIT 13 
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After acquiring the Certificate of Improvement (or Transfer of Interest as Navvy 

Jack did) the holder could apply for a Crown Grant. After BC joined Confederation 

on July 20, 1871, the federal government agreed to build a national railway to the 

coast. In 1882 there was a freeze on the issuance of Crown Grants imposed until 

the final route of the national railway was confirmed. The Provincial government 

likely did not want any Crown granted land to be in the way of the eventual 

railway route because that land would have to be bought back. Speculators may 

have tried to deliberately grab land along the railway route to profit from any buy 

back.  

As such, all the pre‐emptions on the North Shore had to wait until the 

government was ready to start issuing Crown Grants again and that did not 

happen until 1890. This may be why Navvy Jack's Crown Grant was not issued 

until October 28, 1890 even though he resided on the land for at least seventeen 

years prior. It is odd however that some lands pre‐empted after Navvy Jack 

obtained his pre‐emption had Crown Grants issued much earlier such as DL 237 

covering east of Navvy Jack's land to the reserve. DL 237 was pre‐empted in 1877 

and the Crown Grant was issued in 1884 during the freeze period. This may have 

something to do with that pre‐emptors social position. Josias C. Hughes was the 

first President of the Mechanics Institute in Moodyville and was certainly well 

connected in other ways.  

In any event, Navvy Jack married in or around 1875 to the granddaughter of Chief 

Kiepilano. Historians note her name as Rowia however historical documents and 

oral history show four other names, Slawia, Annie, Madeline and her name that 

she was baptized on June 1, 1888, just before her death, as Magdeleine. His first 

daughter, Emma, was born in their home December 6, 1876 and the second 

daughter Christine was born September 25, 1877. Their third daughter Mary was 

born January 18, 1880. His son William "Samson" was believed to be born in 1881, 

however very limited information is available on him. There is no record of any 

change in the status of the land until the Crown Grant was issued in 1890. 
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FIRST SUBDIVISION PLAN ‐ MAP 627  

The first transaction on title after issuing the Crown Grant was the filing of a 

subdivision plan on October 10, 1892. It is described as Map 627 but the system 

would change later to calling them Plans. Part of every property's legal 

description today is a Plan number so if this Plan had not been cancelled it would 

have been called Plan 627, not Map 627. This subdivision is also measured in 

chains, not feet, which shows how old this Plan is. It represents an end of an era 

that was about to transition into a new vernacular and culture. 

This Plan varied from the norm in one other way; it showed the locations of the 

existing buildings which is not normally done. This feature of it has been vital for 

historical purposes because it reveals the original location of Navvy Jack's house 

in 1892. We know the house was moved to its current location circa 1920. This 

survey plan gives the very best evidence of where the buildings were before that.  

In order to sell land it must be sold in definable units so that a title can be created 

for the sold property. Normally that is done by a subdivision Plan created by a 

surveyor and that is what Navvy Jack did when he deposited Map (Plan) 627 with 

the LTO. 

Navvy Jack divided up all but the West 100 acres into 84 defined lots that can be 

sold individually once the Subdivision Plan has been accepted for "deposit" at the 

Land Title Office. As can be seen on Map (Plan) 627, shown below as EXHIBIT 14, 

the plan was signed by the owner John Thomas as required, as well as the 

surveyor, Henry Warren, on October 5, 1892. The District Registrar of the LTO 

then signed it on October 10, 1892 when he accepted it as deposited in the LTO. 

From that point on, John Thomas had the ability to sell the individual lots 

described on the Plan.  
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EXHIBIT 14 
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FRAUDULENT TRANSFER OF NAVVY JACK'S TITLE 

In the meantime, a transaction took place that Navvy Jack was not aware of until 

later. On November 2, 1892, one Joseph Hartford Gill fraudulently filed transfer 

documents dated October 31, 1892 to transfer Lots 1,2,3, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 

57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62 and 69 all of Map 627 from John Thomas to Joseph Hartford 

Gill. The entry in the Charge Book is shown as EXHIBIT 15. 

EXHIBIT 15 

 

On February 6, 1893 Gill transferred his interest to his wife Minnie Gill and she 

put at least two mortgages on the property. One of the mortgages was to Alfred 

Gray who later brought foreclosure proceedings against the property. In separate 

proceedings Navvy Jack sued the Gill's for cancellation of the transfer of title in 

order to obtain a court Order transferring title back to Navvy Jack. He was 

successful but in the foreclosure proceeding it was determined that even though 

the transfer of title was fraudulent, once transferred, the mortgagee Alfred Gray 

was a bona fide lender for value entitled to rely on the state of title showing Gill 

as owner. Navvy Jack was required to pay back the mortgage himself in order to 

avoid foreclosure. He also had to pay back a mortgage to the Hudson Bay 
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Company that was registered on title on February 25, 1893 (Shown as EXHIBIT 16 

below). 

EXHIBIT 16 

 

 

The cost to redeem the two mortgages was around $800, however, the cost of 

legal proceedings to obtain a Court Order to transfer back title to Navvy Jack 

would have been very high, in the thousands. Furthermore he had to pay the legal 

cost of defending the foreclosure proceeding to prevent foreclosure of his land. In 

1892 a teacher would have earned $60 a month so the mortgages alone would 

have been over one year's wages. This must have been a terrible ordeal to 

discover your own property had been transferred out of your name behind your 

back and to have to pay back the mortgages put on it by the fraudster.  

It appears Navvy Jack borrowed $2750 that was registered in the LTO on February 

9, 1893 using west 100 acres of DL 775 as collateral. These funds may have been 

used to pay off Gill's mortgages to prevent foreclosure and as a retainer for his 

legal expenses to have the fraudulently conveyed property returned to him. The 

Supreme Court action granted Navvy Jack his relief on May 17, 1894. 
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SALE OF WEST 100 ACRES TO EDWARD MAHON 

Another way to sell land, other than by subdivision, is to define the property in a 

way that can be determined with surveyors precision. Navvy Jack did that when 

he sold Edward Mahon land defined as "the west 100 acres of DL 775". There is a 

reference on Map 627 (EXHIBIT 14) to "E. Mahon 100 acres" west of the lots but 

LTO documents show the sale taking place July 13, 1893. Therefore some 

arrangement had clearly been made to sell Edward Mahon the west 100 acres 

well before the final sale agreement was executed. The sale price for the west 100 

acres was $12,500, a small fortune at the time and  amounting to $125/acre. The 

location of this land is roughly from between 18th and 19th street as the eastern 

boundary to 22nd St as the western boundary. North/south Mahon's purchase 

went the full extent of DL 775 from the waterfront to just above Haywood Ave.  

 

NAVVY JACK ELECTED TO THE FIRST COUNCIL OF NORTH VANCOUVER 

Edward Mahon and John Thomas have an interesting connection to North 

Vancouver Council at the time. The Municipality of North Vancouver originally 

incorporated in 1891, just before these events took place. Its boundaries included 

all of West Vancouver. The first election of Council took place on August 29, 1891. 

The problem was they were required to elect five members to Council but there 

were only about five people across the whole municipality that were qualified to 

run for Council and Navvy Jack was one of them. In order to qualify to run for 

Council you had to be a male property owner and a resident. Almost all the 

landowners were speculators living elsewhere. Moodyville did not join the 

municipality the landowners who lived in Moodyville, if any, could not run. Navvy 

Jack did not want to run for Council but if they did not have five people elected 

there would be no first Council so Navvy Jack agreed to be elected as Councillor at 

the very first election of the Municipality of North Vancouver on August 29th. His 

resignation was accepted at the Council meeting held October 31, 1891 and 

Edward Mahon took his place on Council. This residency requirement only applied 

to the first election. After that you only had to be a male British subject and 

property owner to run for Council (except for a short time between 1896 to 1898 

when the province changed the law to require residency for all elections).  



Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 
 

Sept. 14, 2020                        APPENDIX C:  HISTORICAL RESEARCH                           Page 32 of 47 

 
 

CHARGES AGAINST JOSEPH HARTFORD GILL 

Navvy Jack did get a judgment against Joseph Gill for his losses but that was 

almost certainly a "dry Judgment" since there was likely no money to execute 

against. A newspaper article dated May 18, 1894 disclosed that criminal charges 

were brought by Navvy Jack against Joseph Gill (See EXHIBIT 17). 

EXHIBIT 17 

 

The newspaper followed the proceedings which were held in Police Court. It is 

odd that they were held there because only minor offences are dealt with in 

Police Court unless it was a preliminary hearing. The last newspaper report was 

on June 6, 1894 which reported that after hearing evidence, the decision was 

reserved. Nothing was reported after so it appears that the criminal proceedings 

were likely dismissed due to reasonable doubt or insufficient evidence. The last 

police court entry for the charges against Joseph Gill are shown on EXHIBIT 18. 
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EXHIBIT 18 

 

 

SALE OF LAND TO WILLIAM R. JONES 
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On June 22, 1894, LTO records show that Navvy Jack sold a large strip of DL 775 

between his house and the west 100 acres that he previously sold to Edward 

Mahon. The property sold is shown in yellow in EXHIBIT 19 below. 

EXHIBIT 19 
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NAVVY JACK'S MORTGAGE TO MARY GREET 

On August 17, 1894 John "Navvy Jack" Thomas obtained a loan of $1200 secured 

by a mortgage of all his remaining property within DL 775. The court proceeding, 

and legal bills that go with them, were complete and it appears the money from 

the sale of the west 100 acres to Edward Mahon was gone. If those funds all went 

to legal fees to get his property back, then it would have been a pyrrhic victory 

indeed. He would have paid more to get the property back than it was worth. The 

fact that he had to mortgage his property in 1894 rather than sell more lots was 

likely because Vancouver, and the world for the most part, was going through a 

depression in the 1890's. Vancouver lots were cheaply available and a lot more 

accessible. The decline in sales led to the Moodyville mill going into receivership. 

This was not a  time to be able to sell land. In hindsight the market demand for 

land did not reach West Vancouver until after 1906.  

Navvy Jack died long before that on November 14, 

1897 and the property was foreclosed out by Mary 

Greet in 1905, just before the market for land took 

off.  Navvy Jack's wife, died circa June 1888 of 

unknown causes. His daughter Emma first married 

Pierre Domminick on July 1, 1894 so Navvy Jack 

would have been able to see one daughter marry before he died. It was soon 

after that he is reported to have gone to Barkerville to find gold. Mary Greet's 

loan a month later was likely seed money for that venture as well as the sale 

proceeds from William Jones. On July 17, 1895 a newspaper reported that "Navvy 

Jack, of the Jack of Clubs claim, Cariboo", is in the city (EXHIBIT 28). So he must 

have returned for a visit one year later. There is no information yet on what 

happened after that other than his cause of death was heart failure up in the gold 

fields and the information from the Probate of his estate. 

Mary Greet's foreclosure sale was completed on November 16, 1905 with a sale 

of the whole property remaining, which included the house, to James Cooper 

Keith. Keith sold it the following year to John Lawson who would come to be 

known as the father of West Vancouver.   

Navvy Jack's daughters 
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PROBATE OF NAVVY JACK'S ESTATE 

Upon Navvy Jack's death on November 14, 1897, only the administrator of his 

estate or the court had legal authority to transact any business over DL 775.  

The estate of John "Navvy Jack" Thomas ended up being administered in the 

County Court of BC in Ashcroft by a person who did not know him and thought he 

had no next of kin. John Fraser, who describes himself as a bookkeeper from 

"Quesnelle", swore an Affidavit saying Navvy Jack died with no next of kin in the 

Province and only owned a fee simple Crown Grant of land and mineral claim on 

Jack of Clubs Creek. Fraser knew nothing of Navvy Jack's family or of his land 

holdings on the North Shore because he failed to post notice in any Vancouver 

newspaper. His main purpose for filing for letters of administration of the estate 

was to obtain the authority to sell the land containing the local mineral claim to 

pay the estates local debts. 

The first two Affidavits sworn February 12, 1898 and February 24, 1898 were filed 

in court to support John Fraser's application to administer the estate. They are 

shown as EXHIBIT 20  and 21 below. The next document shown is the Order 

granting John Fraser administration of Navvy Jack's estate, shown as EXHIBIT 22, 

that was made on February 25, 1898. 

The next document is a Petition filed by the Administrator October 5, 1899 to 

seek authority to sell the only real estate they knew of the pay the estate debts. 

The Petition is shown as EXHIBIT 23. With it was filed an Affidavit in support 

sworn on October 5, 1899 shown as EXHIBIT 24. This Affidavit provides the only 

real description of his real estate as "the Discovery Claim". In those days around 

Barkerville, Crown Grants were issued with a number identifying it as well as the 

name of the Claim. The Discovery Claim was part of its legal description. The 

Order allowing sale of the land was made on October 19, 1899 (EXHIBIT 25). 

The next Affidavit was sworn in support of an application for the final Order in the 

proceeding authorizing distribution of the estate proceeds to pay the estate debts 

"rateably". It was sworn December 9, 1899 and is shown in Exhibit 26. The final 

Order for distribution was made December 19, 1899 and is shown as EXHIBIT 27.  
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EXHIBIT 20
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EXHIBIT 21

   



Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 
 

Sept. 14, 2020                        APPENDIX C:  HISTORICAL RESEARCH                           Page 39 of 47 

 
 

EXHIBIT 22
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EXHIBIT 23
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EXHIBIT 24
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EXHIBIT 25
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EXHIBIT 26
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EXHIBIT 27
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MEDICAL CERTIFICATE OF DEATH OF JOHN "NAVVY JACK' THOMAS
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IMPACT OF PROBATE ON DL 775 (NAVVY JACK HOUSE AND LAND) 

There is no written record found by the author of any attempt by Navvy Jack's 

heirs to sell his remaining property. All indications are that they did not even 

know that he died. He went to Barkerville and the last newspaper reference to 

him was a notice in The Daily World that Navvy Jack had come to town (see 

EXHIBIT 28). His daughters could not have sold his property themselves if they 

thought he was alive. The failure of the Administrator of Navvy Jack's Estate to 

post notice in a Vancouver newspaper is arguably negligent. It certainly led to the 

failure of his friends and family finding out about his death so as to allow them to 

take the proper steps to manage his estate. The court record makes reference to 

posting notice in the Ashcroft Journal. Clearly Navvy Jack's family could not be 

expected to read the Ashcroft Journal.  

This failure also provides a strong indication that Navvy Jack never talked about 

his family and land holdings to people in Barkerville. If he had, the word would 

likely have gotten back to the Administrator of the Estate that there were next of 

kin. 

The legal complexity and cost of managing the estate would have been 

exacerbated by these failings because the probate proceedings would have to be 

reopened based on the new information. This would drive up the legal costs and 

make it that much more difficult for Navvy Jack's daughters, his only heirs, to deal 

with the estate when they eventually did find out about his death. I suspect that 

DL 775 was already sold by the time the daughters found out about his death 

which would make any application regarding that property moot. 

The history books and newspapers have many stories about Navvy Jack, but 

nothing was said about the daughters and whether they attempted to redeem the 

mortgage. They could have if they had known he had passed away. They could 

taken conduct of the estate and sold enough lots to pay the mortgage. Not 

knowing whether he was alive or dead would have left them in a precarious 

situation.  

Doing nothing, however, led to the property being acquired at a fire sale price by 

local banker, politician James Cooper Keith who then sold it to John Lawson. This 



Navvy Jack House Citizen Group 
 

Sept. 14, 2020                        APPENDIX C:  HISTORICAL RESEARCH                           Page 47 of 47 

 
 

land was already subdivided so it was ready to be sold as individual lots at a time 

when the population was rapidly expanding. This would have been a great 

investment for the daughters to share but circumstances prevented them from 

being able to do anything to clean up the mess that the estate was in. It would 

have taken substantial legal resources to reopen and properly manage the estate 

and to take care of the mortgage that was in default at the same time. 

EXHIBIT 28

 

EPILOGUE 

The homestead known as DL 775, which now forms the core of West Vancouver's 

business district and civil life, with the City Hall now at one end and the 

community's main Recreation Centre at the other, went through a very strange 

history at its early formation. How often do you hear about land being stolen 

under the owners nose by fraudulently filed land transfer documents. Then there 

was the sad loss of the land, by the family who were raised there, due to a 

negligently managed estate when Navvy Jack died. The one legacy that did survive 

to the present was the original house that was built when the land was first 

settled (pre‐empted) by colonial immigrants. This legacy is a reminder of the 

colourful history of this land where two cultures first met, the original indigenous 

inhabitants, and the early colonial settlers. 
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