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Hidden Modernist Architecture in Bowring Park  
By Sarah Reid 
 
As a summer architecture student at 
Heritage NL, I have been given the 
opportunity to focus on the first heritage 
designation by the foundation of a modernist 
structure. The Van Ginkel Footbridge in 
Bowring Park in St. John’s is an architectural 
piece that I am personally passionate about 
which stems from a paper I had written in my 
Architecture Undergrad at Dalhousie 
University that focussed on the mis-credit of 
the design of the bridge. The structure is not 
only significant because of its structural and 
aesthetic modernist qualities, but because it 
was designed by a leading figure in 
modernist architecture, female architect Blanche Lemco Van Ginkel. After local news sources 
reported the bridge was designed by the structural engineer, Ove Arup, I felt it was most important 
to address the mis-information and begin working on the appropriate significance of the structure. 
Working with the Heritage NL team, I have focussed on documenting the bridge, writing a statement 
of significance, bringing an online presence to Wikipedia, and interviewing the architect.  
 
While most people are unaware of the beautiful modernist structure in Bowring Park due to its 
overgrown site within the park, those who are aware are in awe. The bridge dates back to 1960 and is 
noteworthy for its bold design and unique profile. The bridge is designed as a cantilever and is made 
of reinforced concrete, the entire load being carried on a single support. The long bridging section is 
hinged at its extremity and counter-balanced by the lower section. The lower section, including the 
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steps, is cantilevered and does not touch the ground. This forms a connection between the low 
terrain at the south of the park to the higher terrain within the original park. The rough finish of the 
concrete has been retained while the railings are of more refined materials and detailing with the use 
of bronze with a teak shaped, wood handrail.  

 
According to Hodges, an art history professor at 
Concordia University, the Van Ginkel’s stated that 
they “did not apply any particular theories to the 
design of Bowing Park,” however, Blanche had 
developed her own modernist theories of urban 
aesthetics while working with the ‘Team Ten’, an 
international platform for modern architects. 

 
The architect, Blanche Lemco Van Ginkel, is an 
architect, planner, author and educator from 
Montreal and was a significant influence on the 
modern architecture in Newfoundland and 
Labrador. She was rightfully awarded the Massey 
Medal, recognizing outstanding examples of 
Canadian achievement in the field of architecture, 
for the bridge’s design in 1964. 

 
For those who have not experienced this important 
pedestrian bridge, I strongly encourage a walk 
through the beautifully designed Edwardian-style 
park to reach the hidden modernist gem that 
celebrates the old CNR railway, which is now an 

excellent walking trail throughout the south edge of the city.  
 

Students from Memorial University’s Master of Arts Folklore program 
are now seeking fall 2020 work terms! 

 
By Rebecca Newhook 
 
Student experience and interests include: research and 
cultural documentation (recording audio/video); public event 
support; cultural and economic development; marketing and 
communications; tourism; archiving; and curating. 
Assignments could include working in research, museums, 
festival planning, visual media and radio, tourism, or entertainment. 
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 We invite employers who may be interested in hiring a folklore co-op student to contact us.  Work 
terms this fall run for 12-16 weeks from September to December. Work terms are full time and paid at 
a rate that is consistent with your organizational salary structure.  Funding may be available to 
qualifying employers. 
 
The Cooperative Education Office for the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences would be 
pleased to assist you by posting opportunities on our co-op employment portal and arranging 
interviews with suitable candidates. 
 
Please contact Rebecca Newhook at rnewhook@mun.ca if you would like to recruit a folklore co-op 
student or if you require additional information. 

 

Spruce Beer on Signal Hill: Research Notes on James Anderson 
 
By Dale Gilbert Jarvis 
 
The blue, hipped-roof Anderson House at 42 
Powers Court, St. John's, is a familiar sight for 
those going up and down Signal Hill. The building 
was designated a Registered Heritage Structure by 
the Heritage Foundation of Newfoundland and 
Labrador on March 23, 1996. The building is named 
after James Anderson (c1768-1852), who has been 
described as “a sometime sergeant in the militia” 
(Gift 18) though details concerning his military 
career are few. (photo circa early 1990s, Heritage NL slide collection)  
 
The early history of the house which bears his name is also not yet fully understood. According to 
Shane O’Dea, the construction date for his house was determined by two notes in the Governor’s 
Correspondence, as follows:  
 

“James Anderson is hereby permitted to erect a barn thirty six feet by sixteen on premises in 
his possession which he purchased from Jonathan Ogden.” 21 October 1803  (D'Alberti 213). 
 
“James Anderson has my permission to build a dwelling house on a piece of ground within 
described, near the Road leading to Signal Hill, late in the possession of Jonathon Ogden.” 22 
October 1804 (Bowe Appendix note 2).  

 

mailto:rnewhook@mun.ca
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James Anderson held additional land that area at least by 1808, as in September of 1819, the 
Newfoundland Mercantile Journal gave notice of the public auction of a property lot in the vicinity of 
the upper part of Maggoty Cove, Signal Hill: "The freehold of a field adjoining Lot No, 14, now in the 
occupancy of Mr. James Anderson, and by him held under a lease, of which 11 years will be unexpired 
on the 1st November next, at the yearly rent of £7 10." (Will be) 
 
O’Dea references a newspaper advertisement of 5 April 1827 in which Anderson offers to let a row of 
six houses and two houses “continuous to the above, one of which was for several years occupied as 
a hospital for the Royal Artillery.”  O’Dea writes, “The latter would be Powerscourt as this ad 
confirms a story told me by Mary Power Finlay whose family acquired the property in 1862.” 
 
Obviously of an entrepreneurial nature, Anderson was involved in a number of commercial 
enterprises. By 1816, he was selling “excellent Turnips” carrots, and parsnips, as well as some 
cabbages, which, he advertised, “will be sold cheap.” He also noted he had houses for rent, as well as 
“a quantity of Wood by the cord” (To Housekeepers 3). 
 
In 1818, Anderson opened the “St. Johns’ Spruce Beer Brewery” at the upper wharf of John 
Dunscome, selling “that wholesome Beverage, at the very low price of four pence per Gallon” (St. 
Johns’ 2). He again advertised houses for rent, as well as “Some new Timothy Grass Seed.” In 1819, 
he was selling “”Spruce Essence of good quality” as well as his spruce beer.  
 
Spruce beer has a long history in Newfoundland and Labrador. The first hospital in St. John's was 
built on the Southside by the British Navy in 1725, with The King's Wharf and Watering Place, and a 
spruce beer brewhouse built close by (Southside 247). This was due in part, perhaps, to the belief 
that spruce beer was a cure for scurvy (O’Neill 36). In 1794, it was stated, “In this Country it is the 
principal beverage of the people” (Spruce 1794).  The process of making the drink was relatively 
straightforward: 
 

A few black spruce branches are chopped into small pieces, and put into a pot containing six 
or eight gallons of water, and then boiled for several hours. The liquor is then strained, and put 
into a cask that will contain eighteen gallons. Molasses is added in the proportion of one 
gallon to eighteen; a part of the grounds of the last brewing, and a few hops, if at hand, are 
also put in; and the cask, filled up with cold water, is left to ferment, and in twenty-four hours, 
becomes fit for use. (Spruce 1832). 

 
Seeing a ready market, Anderson decided to expand his spruce beer enterprise by May 1842, and ran 
the following advertisement in The Newfoundland Patriot newspaper: 
 

The subscriber begs to give notice, that he intends to commence Brewing Temperance Liquor, 
on an enlarged scale, and improved quality -- warranted free from any intoxicating or 
pernicious mixture -- at his usual low prices, viz., Excellent Spruce Beer at sixpence, and Hop 
Porter at tenpence, per gallon ; -- and as a further accommodation, he will send it about town, 
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as soon as the weather will permit, and Retail it at the houses of purchasers in any quantity 
above a gallon. It may also be had in wood,or bottles by the dozen, at the Brewery, 
Half-way-house, Signal-hill Road, at a short notice (Temperance).  

 
The Brewery could have been Anderson’s circa 1803 barn or one of his other houses.  
 
Around the same time as he expanded his brewery, Anderson seems to have started to divest himself 
of some of his land and farming interests. A few months earlier, he had auctioned off some of his 
farm land on Signal Hill, as well as his draft horse, harness and cart, and farming implements (To Be 
3). In 1845, it was noted that his Crown rents were in arrears (Journal a35), and in 1850, Anderson 
gave notice that he was prepared to sell or let the dwelling house, barn, and out-offices, as well as 
other plots of land around his Signal Hill property (Freehold 1).   
 
James Anderson passed away on St. Valentine’s Day, 14 February 1852 at age 84, “much regretted 
by all who knew him” (Died 2). He was survived by his wife, Catherine, about whom little is yet known, 
though a Mrs. Anderson did sell off a large amount of china and glassware by lottery in December of 
1856 (Lottery 2). On 25 February 1860, Catherine sold the property to Henry Tillman (Bowe 2), 
ending the family’s association with the property.  
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Adaptive Reuse for the Greenspond Courthouse  
 
By Myles Burry 
 
One of the projects we were tasked with completing this summer was an adaptive reuse / feasibility 
study for the historic Courthouse in Greenspond. Once considered the “Capital of the North”, 
Greenspond is one of the oldest inhabited outports in the province since its establishment in 1697 
with a rich history in fishing, hunting and trade.  
 
The Courthouse, built at the 
turn of the twentieth century, 
is a two-story Second Empire 
style building with defining 
architectural features such as 
mansard roof, tower and 
decorative pediments atop its 
windows.  
 
Throughout its history, the 
building has been used as a 
courthouse, residence of a 
jailer’s family, morgue for 
when shipwrecks occurred and a historic museum; however, the past few years the building has been 
vacant and has fallen into disrepair.  The goal of this study was to explore sustainable options for the 
adaptive reuse of the structure to ensure its long-term preservation.   
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We developed concepts for a taproom, picnic experience, and accommodations that would require 
minimal alterations to the historic character of the building and integrate with the existing network 
of amenities presently on the island.   
 
The main-level of the building can operate as a taproom and café where patrons can relax and enjoy 

the view and character of the existing structure in 
the historic courtroom area. The café can offer 
to-go picnic basket lunches that can be brought by 
foot to any of the existing trails along the island. 
Post picnic and drinks, one can rent a room 
up-stairs in a vacation rental or stay in the unique 
jail-cell hostel on the main level.  
 
A draft document of our study has been sent to 
the town and key stakeholders involved in the 
project and we hope to do a final presentation with 
them towards the end of the summer.  
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Cemetery Documentation and Public Engagement 
 
By Katie Crane 
 
This summer, several communities reached out to us at Heritage NL to arrange cemetery 
documentation workshops. We trained cemetery volunteers, summer students, and avid genealogists 
in recording gravestone inscriptions using the BillionGraves  app, and discussed the importance of 
maintaining a publicly accessible database of information. Founded in 2011, the BillionGraves app 
uses photographs which are tagged with the GPS coordinates of a gravestone to generate a 
searchable database of images worldwide. Volunteers transcribe the information on the stone from 
the photograph which becomes part of BillionGraves’ publicly accessible archives. A page is created 
for each stone with its GPS coordinates, photograph, and transcription. The app is free which is a 
boon for cemetery committees which rely on volunteer labour. 
 
Each gravestone tells a story, and by combining the separate elements of the life of the gravestone, 
we can begin to view the gravestone as having a biography. All objects have social lives, and can be 
studied in themselves, as well as part of a wider social history of things (Mytum 2003). By 
documenting and making accessible this information to researchers, we situate this knowledge 
within a community space. This information can then be put to many uses. These include recording of 
valuable community genealogical information, recording the changing motifs and symbols found on 
the gravestones, and a visible record of restoration projects during cemetery conservation work. 
 
Cemeteries are archives, their 
information written in stone. (Image: 
Old United Church Cemetery, Bareneed. 
Photo by Katie Crane, July 2020.) By 
recording the inscriptions and 
depositing them in a publicly accessible 
database we aid genealogical 
researchers in their search for 
information. Gravestones may contain 
both birth and death dates, as well as 
other family and marital information. In 
BillionGraves, individual stone pages 
can be linked to the pages of the 
graves of their family members, 
creating a virtual network of family 
trees. Burial records can be misplaced 
over time, as cemeteries close or become abandoned, or they may not be easily accessible by 
researchers (Bever 2003). In addition, physical records can be lost due to accidental fires, floods, or 

http://www.billiongraves.com/
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damaged through the ravages of time. Lack of funding can result in improper storage of physical 
materials, resulting in brittle pages, fading ink, and limited access to researchers (Cox and Day 2011). 
BillionGraves allows for the central storage of some of this valuable information, as well as the ability 
to link other records to each stone’s page, adding to its biography. 
 
Gravestones can tell us much about the values of the society that created them. Historic 
gravestones often feature symbolic images and these changing motifs can represent changing 
attitudes towards death. Movement from plain gravestones to Memento Mori grinning skulls to 
Victorian euphemistic symbols of life after death illustrate how the living approached the death of 
their loved ones (Hijiya 1983).  
 
With modern technology, we begin to see new images appearing in stones. Images can now be 
personalized with the interests and personalities of the departed in a way that was not as common in 
the past. This summer we have seen images of knitting, accordions, fishing boats, and bingo cards. 
 

Restoration and conservation of 
gravestones are a perennial problem 
at many of Newfoundland and 
Labrador’s historic cemeteries. No 
stone lasts forever, and sinking, tilting, 
and cracked stones are common. 
Weathering results in indecipherable 
inscriptions over time.  
 
Recording gravestones gives us a 
portrait of the stone at a specific time. 
There is no provincial oversight to 
cemeteries that are not archaeological 
sites, and well-meaning but 
ill-informed persons can severely 
damage the integrity of gravestones 
with poor quality repairs.  

 
Documenting photographic evidence of the gravestone before this happens can help researchers 
preserve the information in the inscriptions and the decoration. Recording using the BillionGraves 
app is a non-invasive method of capturing the inscriptions on the gravestone. While popular, 
gravestone rubbings are not recommended as the added pressure to fragile weathered stones can 
further erode inscriptions or cause the stone to break through added pressure (Lacy 2017). (Image: 
St Andrew’s Cemetery, Harbour Grace. Photo by Katie Crane, July 2020.) 
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The BillionGraves app is a useful tool in a researcher’s kit, but ultimately it offers us a means of 
public engagement surrounding the historical importance and proper conservation of cemeteries. 
Cemeteries are a part of our cultural landscape. Talking about them and engaging with them opens 
new opportunities for people to engage with their past, and hopefully will initiate conversations with 
how we approach death and dying today. 
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Cemetery Restoration in Cape Broyle 
 
By Andrea O’Brien 
 
This summer Heritage NL staff made 
two visits to Cape Broyle to assist the 
local Green Team in their cemetery 
restoration project. The Green Team, 
in cooperation with the Town of Cape 
Broyle and the cemetery committee, 
has been working on the first stage of 
the restoration of Immaculate 
Conception Cemetery. 
 
Before work on the cemetery began, 
Dale Jarvis and Andrea O’Brien 
hosted a workshop for the Green 
Team and cemetery committee 
members outlining the dos and don’ts of cemetery restoration. Often, with the best of intentions, 
many cemetery restorations projects use methods that can cause damage down the road.  
 
 

https://spadeandthegrave.com/2017/11/20/burial-ground-conservation-dos-donts/
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The first stage of the restoration of Immaculate Conception Cemetery is clearing decades of brush 
and trees.  The Green Team is using manual tools for this process. Motorized grass cutters and 
headstones don’t mix. The damage caused by whipper snipper cords at the base of headstones can 
lead to breakage. Lawn mowers can damage the remains of older stones hidden in brush and long 
grass. To avoid this, the Green Team has been using hand shears and bypass loppers. It is a longer 
process, but it’s the best way to ensure the longevity of headstones. 

 
Heritage NL held a second workshop at 
the cemetery on the use of the 
BillionGraves app. Using the app, the 
Green Team and Heritage NL staff took 
pictures of every headstone in the 
cemetery - 307 in total.  
 
These pictures have been uploaded to 
the BillionGraves website. Green Team 
members have been transcribing the 
headstones, along with volunteers from 
around the world.  A great feature of the 
BillionGraves website is that once 
pictures have been uploaded, any 

registered user of the website can transcribe. By comparing the BillionGraves photos with cemetery 
transcriptions from the early 1990s, it will be possible to identify missing markers and have those 
graves commemorated. 
 
We are looking forward to stage two of the restoration of Immaculate Conception Cemetery, 
including the proper righting and repair of damaged headstones.  
 
If you have questions about cemetery restoration please contact Dale Jarvis at dale@heritagenl.ca 
or Andrea O’Brien at andrea@heritagenl.ca.   
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