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The Ecology Action Centre, together with the Heritage Trust of Nova Scotia and the support of HRM, Nova Scotia 

Power, and other local businesses has embarked on a bold project which it hopes will attract attention to the 

issue of sustainability in the construction industry in Nova Scotia. The project brings together so many parties 

because it is not only about environmental issues surrounding construction and the all-too-common demolition 

which often goes along with it, but it is also about preserving the buildings that we have, especially those with 

historic significance for our communities.  

Far too often over the last few years we have been forced to watch as demolition crews pull down buildings that 

have added charm and permanency to our streetscapes, when renovation and adaptive reuse could bring these 

structures back into a useful state. The popular belief that we must always tear down and renew stems from the 

prevailing consumer culture of today which has led to the terrible destruction of our social and ecological 

environment. In fact, 30% of Nova Scotia landfill is occupied by construction and demolition waste material.1 It is 

not always easier or cheaper to tear down and build from scratch, especially in a city like Halifax where historic 

and well-scaled buildings add to our economic growth by attracting tourism and talent. It takes nearly three 

times as much energy and many times more resources to tear down and build from scratch than it does to 

rehabilitate and retrofit older structures.2 What is needed is the imagination of our developers, designers and 

politicians to adapt these older structures for new and profitable uses. 

 

 

 

In September of 2009, Halifax Regional Council approved a development agreement with Dexel Developments 

to build a 10 storey mixed residential/commercial building on the Southeast corner of Morris and Hollis Streets. 

For construction to take place, it was necessary to remove four historically significant Georgian and Victorian 

buildings which resided on the corner. The group of structures included the former mansion and office building 

of the first Chief Surveyor of Nova Scotia Charles Morris which both date back to the 1750s and 1760s 

respectfully, the Victoria Apartments which was a 

former hotel dating back to 1898, and the mid-

Victorian Italianate Rhuland House which dated back 

to confederation. The process of demolition began on 

December 20th with the Rhuland House, and ended 

January 18th. 

Despite the shortage of time, and the limitations 

inherent in the season, several motivated and 

inspired individuals representing government and 

NGOs worked tirelessly to save one of the oldest of 

the four buildings from demolition. Following a week 

                                                            
1 5ŜƴƘŜȊΣ aŀǊŎΦ ά[ŀƴŘƳŀǊƪǎ ƻǊ [ŀƴŘŦƛƭƭΥ Lƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ hōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎέ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ tǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ Simon Fraser University, Feb.15/07 
2 ¢ƘŜ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ άbŜǿ [ƛŦŜ hƭŘ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΥ ¸ƻǳǊ DǊŜŜƴ DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴέ  
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Southeast Corner of Morris and Hollis Streets (Arthur Carter) 
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of negotiations with the city, Nova Scotia Power, the developer and neighbouring landowners, the Charles 

Morris office building was relocated about 50 metres south of its original position on the night of December 21st 

ς one day before it was slated to be demolished. 

Formal planning for the buildingΩs relocation began in the 

fall of 2009 following an offer from the developer to fund 

the move with monies that would have gone to the 

buildingΩs demolition and land-filling costs. After 

conversations with many neighbouring landowners, Nova 

Scotia Power came forward at the end of November and 

offered a small parcel of land on the other side of the block 

which could serve as a new home for the building for up to 

three years. Once a new temporary home for the building 

was secured, the other necessary elements of the plan 

began to fall into place in quick succession. Ownership of 

the building was transferred to the Heritage Trust, a site 

plan for the new location was created, and additional 

funding was provided by three regional councillors. By 

December 18th the house moving firm of S. Rushton had inspected the building and accepted the contract to 

perform the move, which was completed smoothly and 

flawlessly four days before Christmas. 

Since the move, actions have been taken to secure, 

stabilize, and insure the building so that it remains safe 

in its temporary new home. The building is currently 

being inspected every 48 hours by a group of dedicated 

volunteers who report on the condition of the building 

and any suspicious activity. Planning is already 

underway to do some aesthetic maintenance to the 

exterior over the coming months and possibly to erect 

some interpretive signage to inform passersby of the 

buildings history, and the hopes for its future. 

Moving such an old structure was no easy task, and was 

organized by hardworking individuals from the Ecology 

Action Centre and the Heritage Trust of Nova Scotia, which 

now owns the building. Halifax Regional Municipality, HRM 

heritage planners who have been seconded to the project, 

Councilors Dawn Sloane, Bob Harvey and Jennifer Watts 

and Nova Scotia Power were integral supporters, not to 

mention Dexel Developments which contributed funds, and 

especially the Rushton family of Pictou who expertly 

completed the move.  

 

 

 

 

The present and new locations of the Morris Building (Bing Maps) 

The Morris building being prepared to move Dec. 20th (Photo by 
the Author) 

The Morris building moved on the night of Dec. 21st (photo by the 
author) 
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Charles Morris was the first Chief Surveyor of the Province of Nova Scotia and also held the posts of Assistant 

Chief Justice and was a founding member of the ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ƻŦ bƻǾŀ {Ŏƻǘƛŀ ό/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ 

government). Morris arrived in Nova Scotia in 1746 as an army officer from Boston, and saw military action 

against the French at Annapolis Royal and Grand Pré. Morris completed several field surveys for the British Army 

in Northern Nova Scotia before he was permanently posted as Chief Surveyor of the Province and sent to Halifax 

for its founding in 1749. After planning and laying out the new town of Halifax, Morris went on to plan many 

other maritime towns including Lunenburg, Liverpool, Windsor and Charlottetown.3  

In the Early 1760s Morris had a mansion, and 

later an adjoining office building built for himself 

along the street later named for him. He was 

busy planning the future towns and cities of the 

Maritimes in these buildings while most of 

Canada remained a wilderness. /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ aƻǊǊƛǎΩ 

son and grandson who also became Chief 

Surveyors of Nova Scotia later called the mansion 

home and used the offices for their own 

surveying firms. Both the mansion and office 

building remained in the Morris family until the 

widow of Charles Morris III sold both buildings at 

public auction in 1850. The buildings retained 

their original uses under new owners (including 

Deputy Comptroller Commissariat Edward 

Strickland, Lieutenant Colonel Norton Taylor and 

Frederick Courtney Lord Bishop of Nova Scotia to 

ƴŀƳŜ ŀ ŦŜǿύ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻƭŘ ŀǘ ŀ ǎƘŜǊƛŦŦΩǎ ǎŀƭŜ 

in 1895.4  

That same year the mansion and offices were converted into 

ŀƴ ƛƴƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ aŜǘǊƻǇƻƭŜ IƻǘŜƭέ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ά¢ƘŜ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀ 

IƻǘŜƭΦέ Lƴ муфу ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴƭŀǊƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǘŜƭ ōȅ 

adding the building we now know as the Victoria Apartments 

to the corner lot. The addition required adding a storey to the 

old mansion and moving the former office building about 30 

metres south of its original location (yes it was moved once 

before).  In 1910 the Victoria Hotel became the Victoria 

Apartments when the owner converted the corner building 

into 6 rental units and all three buildings saw various 

residential and hotel uses throughout the 20th century.   

                                                            
3 Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online, vol.IV, www.biographi.ca 
4 {ƘǳǘƭŀƪΣ DŀǊǊȅ 5Φ ά/ƛǘȅ wŀƳōƭŜǎΥ ¢ƘŜ bŜǿ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀ IƻǘŜƭέ ¢ƘŜ DǊƛŦŦƻƴ ±ƻƭΦ нмΣ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нллн 

The Historic Context  

 

An early 19
th

 century watercolour by R.D. Wilkie showing the Charles Morris 
office in its original location at the corner of Morris and Hollis Streets, with the 
larger Morris family home to the east. (NSARM) 
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