


design




hot house

The Boiler House, an adaptive re-use project in
Toronto by local firm Mackay | Wong, is proof that
revamping can be respectful of the past

By Sofia Galadza
Photography by David Whittaker

Toronto has witnessed much revitalization over the last decade, and one of
the firest examples can be seen in the Distillery District. This pocket of
limestone buildings dating back to the 1830s in the city’s east end was
home to the Gooderham & Worts Distillery, which operated until 1990,
Through the 19905, it was the top film location in Canada. And in
December 2001, Cityscape Holdings, a commercial and residential devel-
opment company focusing on historic properties, purchased the 13-acre,
44-building property. Their plan: To create a pedestrian-only village
dedicated to arts, culture, and entertainment.

“Every ong of our tenants had to be special and unique—something that
would draw people and get them talking,” says John Berman, a partner at
Cityscape. The Boiler House, one of several restaurants in the district, is
doing just that. Berman, who is also part owner of the restaurant, enlisted
local firm Mackay | Wong Strategic Design. Cityscape had prior experi
ence working with them. Most recently, Ron Wong and Gordon Mackay
designed sales centers for the developer's residential properties. “They are
easy to work with and talented,” Berman says. Moreover, “they understand
hip clientele”

"W wanted people to appreciate the grandeur of the space, and for it to
have a modern edge to it)” says Berman. Addressing those needs, as well as
those of the discerning thirtysomething market, the Boiler House's target
custamer, was tricky in this case. One of the design goals for all of the
Distillery District venues was to respect the heritage of the site. Designers
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and tenants were encouraged to use marerials—namely, the fir wood—
found m the buildings. How, then, did Mackay | Wong manage to create a
happening vibe in an old setting? By making it “clean, raw, and respectful,”
says principal and partner Ron Wong,

By respectful, Wong means communicating the building’s history. Still, the
objective was not to make it seem nostalgic. “The shape and dimension of
the building had so much going for it already,” says Wong of the 10,000
sal.-ft. space, citing features like the mezzanine and cavernous ceiling.
Perhaps the most stunning feature is the way in which they reclaimed the
woed found on the premises to build a 24-ft.-tall wine wall, as well as
tables and bar top. “The real gem of this place was reclaiming the old
wood,” savs Wong, Moreover, salvaged steel and exposed brick helped the
design team create a contemporary aesthetic, A simple palette that includes
concrete floors accented with cobalt blue paint add to the overall polished-
yet-relaxed feel.

The physical layout is equally simple. The design team planned the space
to accommodate those having drinks, as well as diners, Two bar areas, on
both ground and mezzanine levels, make waiting for a table comfortable.
The main floor bar is separated from the dining room with freestanding
booths. Another mezzanine is a stage for jazz bands, which perform
nightly and have helped the Boiler House, according to Toronto.com,
become the city's best venue for jazz,
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There were several challenges with this project, the most obvious being
the fact that the team was working with an historic building. The owners
wanted 1o make certain that the woodworking was done appropriately, at
the Boiler House and throughout the complex. In turn, they opened a
millwork shop on the premises and trained an on-site construction team
te work with the salvaged wood. The upside of reusing the materials, adds
Wong, was that the cost for completing the project was realistic.

The Boiler Housz, like the entire Distillery District, s a chic, not-at-all-
kitschy interpretation of an historic landmark. It attracts repeat
customers, but has garnered buzz in international travel magazines. This
is certainly due, in part, to Mackay | Wong's work. “Peaple absolutely love
the design.” says Berman, It's adaptive reuse at its best: making the old
new, but decidedly respectful of the old.
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