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On the occasion of Willowbank’s 10th 

anniversary in 2016-17, we’ve searched the 

archives and chosen our favourite news 

articles from the past decade. These stories 

remind us how much our bold experiment in 

heritage education has grown, and of the 

many people who have brought us here. 

Our special thanks to the journalists and 

newspapers on the Niagara Peninsula and 

nationally who have penned these stories 

about our treasured institution. Our non-profit 

programs count on the generosity of their 

readers. We hope you enjoy the articles. 

 

 

 
 

http://www.willowbank.ca/
https://twitter.com/Willowbank_
https://www.facebook.com/willowbank/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/willowbank-school-of-restoration-arts
https://www.instagram.com/willowbankschool/
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June 2, 2006 

 

WILLOWBANK MANSION RECOGNIZED 

NIAGARA THIS WEEK  

 

NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE – Queenston 
was home last Thursday afternoon to 
the recognition of a historical home 
on top of a hill which, if walls could 
talk could tell a thousand stories. 

The Willowbank Heritage Estate was 
saluted May 25 by the Historic Sites 
and Monuments Board of Canada as 
the historic home was recognized as a 
site with national historic significance. 
Standing since early 19th century 
Upper Canada, the Greek revival 
country home was the original 
homestead of Alexander Hamilton, the 
son of Robert Hamilton, one of the 
founding fathers of Upper Canada. 

Since the early 1900s, Willowbank has 
been the home of the Missionary 
Sisters of Christian Charity and the 
Appleton Boys School before the 
estate was saved from a wrecking ball 
by Laura Dodson and the Niagara-on-
the-Lake Conservancy. 

"We're so grateful to be honoured with 
this (commemoration) because we 
fought so hard to save Willowbank 
from the beginning," said Dodson, "the 
culmination of all this is the 
designation." 

Emily Bright, whose family last 
inhabited the famed home in the 
1940s, remembered looking over 
blueprints of the home and wondered 
how the Willowbank functioned with 
"the kitchen downstairs and the dining 
room upstairs." "Times have certainly 
changed, said Bright, and it's 
important to preserve history or else 
it'll be lost in time." 

In 2003 Willowbank was deemed an 
official National Historic Site of 
Canada. The estate is now home to 
the School of Restoration which this 
fall, is set to begin offering a three-
year, six-semester course and audit 
program that encompasses all 
aspects of heritage restoration. 
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September 21, 2007 

THE FUTURE OF HOW WE’LL HANDLE OUR PAST 

THE GLOBE AND MAIL  DAVE LEBLANC 

 

If only there were more people who 
understood the value of our built 
heritage. If only there were more 
people trained in restoration. 

If only developers - rather than opting 
for teardowns - practised adaptive 
reuse of historic structures or the 
marriage of new architecture with old. 

If only, if only, if only. Sometimes, we 
in the heritage community - and I 
most certainly include myself - sound 
like a broken record. We go on and on 
about what's wrong, but we rarely 
applaud what's right. 

Well, the School of Restoration Arts at 
Willowbank is what's right. You might 
even say it's what's right now, since 
the school's three-year program 
doesn't even have third-year students 
yet - they're currently in their second 
year. But in the coming decades, it 
might represent the future of how we'll 
handle our past. 

Situated a stone's throw from the U.S. 
border in Queenston, near scenic 
Niagara-on-the-Lake, the school 
occupies a National Historic Site, the 
former 1834 Greek revival mansion of 
Alexander Hamilton. (He was the son 
of Robert Hamilton, one of the 
founders of Upper Canada.) 

A few years ago, the estate - whose 
previous owner had intended to 

bulldoze it in order to build an inn and 
conference centre - was acquired by a 
preservation group led by Laura 
Dodson, who envisioned a place 
where students would learn by doing. 
(The group later included Bluma and 
Bram Appel, who secured additional 
funding from the American Friends of 
Canada.) 

"Laura Dodson, who had a house in 
Wales, was in a church one time," 
begins school administrator Shelley 
Huson, "and there were students 
gilding the church -they were learning 
to gild while gilding - and she thought, 
'What an amazing concept.' She had 
this idea always, [but] didn't have a 
property." 

Starting small with some weekend 
workshops and short programs, the 
group determined that the only way to 
properly teach the restoration arts 
was to fully immerse students in a 
full-time program. After a few 
setbacks, the diploma program began 
last fall. The courses, taught by 
experts from the conservation field, 
cover topics such as the archaeology 
in the Niagara area, stained glass, 
managing a restoration project, 
various case studies, the types and 
properties of wood, drafting, lime 
plaster mixes and building a dry stone 
wall. 
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Willowbank has already weathered 
events that might cripple other fledgling 
institutions: the death of the school's 
"guiding spirit," Ms. Dodson, last 
January, and the resignation of 
curriculum creator and architect Victor 
Tarnoy. 

But in May, a new visionary, Ottawa-
based architect Julian Smith - who 
was responsible for the creation of 
Carlton University's heritage 
conservation program in the 1980s 
and, more recently, Canadian head of 
the Vimy memorial restoration in 
France - signed on as interim director. 

"Where Willowbank is really unusual is 
it is not tied by the restrictions of 
academic institutions and therefore 
it's been able to develop a program 
which exists right at the border 
between theory and practice," says the 
59-year-old Mr. Smith, who admits he 
heard about the school only about two 
months before he took the job there. 

Since the school opened, its 
curriculum has been fine-tuned to 
place more emphasis on theory. (The 
12 students now have homework, Ms. 
Huson says.) Mr. Smith's major 
contribution will come later this 
autumn, when he and the students 
present a "management plan" to the 
board of directors outlining the steps 
involved in restoring the Willowbank 
estate itself, which has been a dream 
of the group since the school's 
inception. 

If all goes according to plan, Mr. Smith 
expects hands-on work to begin in 
January. And what could be better? 

Built using local whirlpool sandstone 
and featuring eight hand-carved, two-
storey columns, Willowbank is a grand 
example of a rural estate. But having 
seen its share of abuses as a nunnery 
and a boys' school, it needs the 
heritage conservationist's caress. 

Mr. Smith stresses, however, that the 
house is only part of the program. 
Conservationists, he notes, are 
moving away from treating buildings 
as separate entities, and taking a 
more "holistic" view of entire sites as 
"cultural landscapes" that include 
gardens, streetscape elements, 
engineering structures and human 
activity patterns. 

"That's partly why Willowbank is being 
designed for the future of the 
conservation field, not for where it's 
come from, which has been, I would 
say, too much of a pure architectural 
focus," he explains. 

The holistic approach is perfect for 
the Willowbank property. Its natural 
features include a ravine with trails 
once used by precontact natives and 
later by 17th-century European 
explorers. There is a carriageway 
winding up to the estate, with its 
gardens and stone walls. And 
archaeological digs are ongoing there. 
During my tour of the facility, Ms. 
Huson (who has a background in 
archaeology) showed me some of the 
artifacts they've unearthed: precontact 
native ceramics, British military boot 
buttons, musket balls and 
arrowheads. 
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As we walked to the 3,400-square-foot 
barn where masonry and carpentry 
are taught, her eyes lit up as she told 
me about the school's amazing 
faculty and the dedication of the 
students. (Every one of them found 
work in the heritage conservation field 
over the summer.) 

She admitted there are challenges. 
One of the things on their list of things 
to do is remind the public that 
Willowbank is more than just a school; 
to bring in much-needed revenue, it is 
rented out for weddings, conferences 
and private functions. Another aim is 
to fight the negative connotations the 
word "trade" has taken on in our white-
collar society. 

"When I look at the trades, they're 
such a high level of skill ... and if it 
could be marketed properly to 
[potential]students to say, 'This is 
about preservation, you're giving back 
to the community ...' " 

Ms. Huson trails off, perhaps not sure 
of the solution just yet. Mr. Smith 
suggests, however, that in a few years, 
when Willowbank graduates start to 
make their mark in the world, one 
might present itself: "The graduates 
will become ambassadors for the 
school." 

If only we didn't have to wait that long. 
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November 29, 2008 

A SCHOOL WHERE STUDENTS BRING  

HISTORY BACK TO LIFE 

ST. CATHARINES STANDARD  MONIQUE BEECH 

 

Nearly 200 years of history lives in this 
Greek revival mansion, perched atop a 
hill in Queenston. 

The opulent verandas of the two-
storey limestone building look out on 
the Niagara Escarpment. Eight 
massive columns flank the entrance, 
adding an air of prestige. 

Inside the 174-year-old Willowbank 
Estate, however, it is a construction 
zone. 

Peeling wallpaper. Holes punched in 
the walls. Scuffed floors. Unfinished 
staircases. Marks left behind by a 
previous owner. 

It is perfect. 

Perfect to teach a crop of architecture 
conservation students how to 
carefully restore the national historic 
site and other heritage buildings. 

For 2 1 /2 years, the Willowbank 
School of Restoration Arts has taught 
students the trade of bringing old 
structures back to life with the tools of 
yesterday and today. 

Next April, the first crop of full-time 
students will graduate from the 
private institution's three-year diploma 

program in conservation and 
restoration arts. 

Staffed by experts in the conservation 
field, the school merges theory with 
hands-on experience to teach skills 
such as managing a restoration 
project, masonry, carpentry, 
plastering, drafting architectural 
drawings, evaluating historical 
properties and analyzing historic paint 
finishes. 

Graduating students are working on 
everything from restoring a 1950s 
mud room in the rectory of St. Mark's 
Anglican Church in Niagara-on-the-
Lake to helping draft a renovation plan 
for a sun room at the prime minister's 
142-year-old official residence at 24 
Sussex Drive in Ottawa. 

But the estate is the heart of the 
school. 

"I think one of the things that's funny 
about it -- this is partly because we're 
such a small group -- is that it 
becomes such an intimate space," 
said third-year mature student Rosi 
Zirger of Niagara-on- the-Lake. 

"It's like it's our house. We all kind of 
take a personal interest in its 
functioning and its running, 
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reorganizing the kitchen. It doesn't 
really have an institutional feel." 

Soon, the first six graduates will leave 
home and go out into the world. 

Since its creation, the Willowbank 
school has prided itself on being a bit 
unorthodox. 

The idea for a school was born out of 
the estate's looming destruction. 

Previous owner Tony Doyle wished to 
sell the building for use as a 
conference centre, and later intended 
to tear the house down when plans 
fell through in 2002. 

But a group of Queenston residents 
and conservationists, led by the late 
Niagara- on-the-Lake heritage 
crusader Laura Dodson, who passed 
away in January 2007, came together 
to save it. 

With the help of American Friends of 
Canada, an organization established 
by the late Bluma and Bram Appel, an 
anonymous American donor came 
through with more than $1 million. 
Dodson and her husband, Jim, 
contributed $300,000 of their personal 
savings. 

It was Dodson who dreamt of 
teaching students the art of heritage 
building restoration. 

"We really wanted to save the building, 
and through discussions with Laura 
we said, 'OK, we've saved the building, 
what are we going to do with it?' " said 
Helena Copeland, the school's office 
manager and former president of the 
Queenston Community Association, 

which fought the razing of 
Willowbank. 

"That's where the concept of the 
school came. It was really (Dodson's) 
vision that some kind of school be 
established here to teach restoration 
arts. The credit really goes to Laura." 

The school ran weekend workshops 
and short programs at first. Later, it 
was decided students would be better 
served by a full-time institution. 

The school's first students arrived in 
the fall of 2006. They tended to be 
mature students, in their 30s and 40s, 
and looking for second careers. Since 
then, more young people have taken 
an interest, Copeland said. 

Today there are 13 students. 

The school plans to admit up to 35 
students in the future and is looking to 
attract people from across Canada, 
and internationally. 

"I just see it getting bigger and more 
well-known," Copeland said. 

"It will keep growing and getting 
stronger. Every month it seems to get 
stronger in one aspect or another. I 
just see that continuing." 

Since July, the school has entered a 
new, elevated chapter. 

Noted conservation architect Julian 
Smith, 60, became the school's 
executive director. 

During his illustrious career, Smith has 
worked as chief architect for Parks 
Canada's national historic sites 
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program. He ran his own heritage 
architecture firm in Ottawa, and 
helped set up Carleton University's 
graduate program in heritage 
conservation in the 1980s. 

Most notably, Smith took a leading 
role in the restoration of the 70-year-
old Vimy Ridge monument in France, 
a stone homage to the more than 
11,000 Canadian soldiers who died in 
the First World War. It was officially 
unveiled in April 2007. 

Recently, Smith was honoured with 
The Gabrielle Leger Award for lifetime 
achievement, one of the highest 
awards in the country for heritage 
conservation. 

"Julian Smith is really one of the most 
well-respected restoration architects 
in the country," said Natalie Bull, 
executive director of the Heritage 
Canada Foundation, a membership-
based charity organization. 

"I think he brings to that school 
international connections and 
expertise that the students in that 
program will really benefit from." 

The Montreal-born architect, who 
spent most of his career in Ottawa, 
had been working as an interim 
academic coordinator for Willowbank 
since 2007 after architect Victor 
Tarnoy stepped down from the post. 

Smith said he took the full-time post 
to help raise the profile of Willowbank, 
a school he had become "increasingly 
intrigued" with before taking the job. 
He said he sees lots of potential in the 
young institution and liked the idea of 

teaching in a historic site under 
construction -- a living lab for 
students. 

There are eight other institutions in 
Canada that teach various types of 
heritage restoration. Largely, they're 
divided into either academic-or trades-
focused programs. 

Willowbank is unique in that it brings 
these two disciplines together, Bull 
said. 

"It straddles the professional 
perspective on heritage ... why we 
save historic places, and the how by 
bringing that sort of hands-on 
experience," Bull said. 

Because it's so unique in the country, 
Smith often tells students they'll be in 
charge of designing their own career 
path when they graduate. 

"It's not like doing a degree in 
computer programming and then 
being hired to be a computer 
programmer, Smith said. "We're 
training people on how to deal with 
existing buildings, existing 
landscapes, existing urban and rural 
districts." 

Third-year student Janet Curtis 
dreams of either working abroad or 
staying in Niagara and creating a 
heritage publication. 

Curtis sees herself as a pioneer: 
among the first to complete the 
program and step into the unknown. 

The St. Catharines resident, who 
formerly worked in law and security, 
sees endless possibilities. 
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"The world really is our oyster. We do 
have the knowledge and we have the 
ability. We're just limited to what we 
think we can do." 

The school is unconventional. There's 
a set curriculum, but no papers or 
exams. 

As for tuition, students pay $4,500 in 
their first year, $3,500 in their second 
year and $2,000 in their third year. 

The students say they've gained 
valuable experience -- from repairing 
window sashes on 1860s farmhouses 
to learning computer design skills. 

At the Willowbank Estate, students 
have helped create braces to prevent 
the limestone walls from crumbling. 
One student has researched several of 
the rooms -- including an old study 
and a den -- to peel back the layers of 
history and determine the best way of 
restoring the space. 

"I think going to a conventional college 
just isn't a good fit," said Zirger, a 
mother of two who previously worked 
as a real estate law clerk. 

"We don't fit cookie-cutter education. 
We just simply don't. We certainly 
can't say this has been a cookie-cutter 
education." 

Going to school in the historic 
Willowbank Estate brings the learning 
to life, Curtis said. It brings home an 
understanding of the history of the 
building while restoring it and giving it 
new purpose. 

"There's a large degree, on my part, of 
respect for what is here and the fact 
that you know I am a novice 
compared to whoever put the house 
together," Curtis said. 

"It's a respect thing for me. This is still 
here after almost 200 years. 
Something must have been done 
right." 
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November 27, 2009 

A NATION’S RESTORATION 

NATIONAL POST  LIA GRAINGER 

 

At the crest of a rolling hill overlooking 
a deep, leafy ravine in Ontario’s 
Niagara valley towers a white 
mansion, withered at the corners and 
greying with age. Though its history is 
as old as Canada’s, this crumbling 
edifice barely escaped demolition 
seven years ago to become what it is 
today: the Willowbank School of 
Restoration Arts. 

“Hannah Hamilton of the Jarvis family 
raised 10 kids here all on her own in 
the early 1830s,” says Julian Smith, 
the school’s director and one of 
Canada’s most respected heritage 
architects. “You read her letters and 
it’s like a Jane Austen novel.” 

He swings open the massive front 
door to reveal a wide entranceway 
flooded with sunlight and dusty air. 
The floorboards creak underfoot and 
the walls are cracked and powdery. 
Withered wallpaper is torn back to 
reveal splintered wood and hand-
hewn nails, centuries old. 

Though such a ramshackle space 
might seem a less than ideal setting 
for an institution of higher learning, 
this estate is the perfect laboratory for 
an education in heritage restoration. 
Decorative elements from diverse 
time periods comingle in each room, a 
mishmash of two centuries worth of 
interior design. 

Now in its fourth year of operation, the 
Willowbank School of Restoration Arts 
trains its graduates in both the 
physical and theoretical practice of 
heritage restoration. Students learn to 
restore and sustain Canada’s 
historical, cultural and architectural 
landscapes through hands on training 
in this 19th century mansion that the 
school calls home. 

Classes in everything from masonry 
to glass-making to conservation 
planning take place in the basement 
of this historic home and in a restored 
barn next door. Once students have 
mastered a skill, they head upstairs to 
practice what they have learned on 
the walls, floors, doors and fixtures of 
the building. 

“This side of the house will eventually 
be restored to the Hamilton era of the 
1830s,” says Smith of the mansion’s 
earliest occupants as he motions to 
the east-facing side of the house. “And 
this,” — he walks the length of the 
hallway to what was once the rear of 
the home — “will be done in the Bright 
family style of the 1930s.” 

Designed and built by master builder 
John Latshaw in 1836, the Classical 
Revival mansion has been put to good 
use, housing two prominent Ontario 
families, a boys’ school and a convent. 
It eventually fell out of use, and in 
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2002 its current owner, fed up with the 
endless renovations, got a demolition 
permit to have the house torn down. If 
it weren’t for an 11th hour campaign 
led by Laura Dodson, a passionate 
conservation advocate in the Niagara-
on-the-Lake region, the house might 
have been lost. 

Eventually the entire home will be 
restored by students to various stages 
of its storied history, but the school’s 
work will not end there. 

“There’s a gap in the industry,” says 
Willowbank’s administrator Shelley 
Huson of the lack of trained Canadian 
professionals in the field. She explains 
that conservation and historical 
restoration are relatively undeveloped 
industries Canada, yet as our 
comparatively young built landscape 
ages, specialists will be essential to 
both the modernization and 
preservation of our historic structures. 

She cites a 2005 report by Canada’s 
Cultural Human Resources Council 
that warns, “If we do not meet the 
demand for skilled workers, Canada’s 
stock of heritage buildings, estimated 
to be 1.7 million pre-1920’s buildings, 
will be seriously reduced.” As the only 
school of its kind in Canada, 
Willowbank’s graduates will fill what is 
projected to be a massive void. 

Huson also expresses concern about 
an challenge to the heritage 
movement: green building. In the face 
of mounting concerns about climate 
change, heritage spaces are being 
destroyed in favour of new, more eco-
friendly structures. 

Huson challenges this ethos with one 
of her own: “The greenest building is 
the one that already exists.” She 
explains that Willowbank graduates 
will enter the professional world 
prepared to educate the Canadian 
construction industry that “heritage” 
and “green” are not mutually exclusive 
terms. 

“There is such an excitement behind 
the build green movement, but it often 
ignores the new carbon footprint that 
is created when new materials are 
used to make that green building 
happen,” says Huson. She mentions a 
recent report from the United Nations 
Environment Programme which found 
that construction consumes 
approximately half of the resources 
humans take from nature. 

And while Huson acknowledges that 
the heritage and green movements 
have been at odds, she’s confident 
that that can change. Students are 
given the tools to they need to tackle 
these challenges by some 50 leading 
experts in the field, who visit the 
school to teach workshops and 
seminars. The restorations follow a 
management plan designed by the 
school’s first class of students under 
the tutelage of these experts. 

This plan takes into account the 
history of the house, but it also 
acknowledges the cultural history of 
the surrounding landscape, one that 
dates back thousands of years. 

Smith points out an opaque south-
facing window towards a large patch 
of grass, gently shaded by drooping 
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trees. He explains that a recent 
archaeological excavation of a plot 
only 80 feet in diameter unearthed 
over 24,000 artefacts, including 
Aboriginal pottery and tools dating 
back some 8000 years. 

“We want to recognize that this 
property has significant layers and 
that it can carry these different 
messages,” says Smith. “Many 
historic house museums are taken 
back to one period and don’t 
adequately represent the cultural 
landscape.” 

“It’s about giving a historic place a 
new revitalization, a new life,” adds 
Huson, “rather than trying to make it 
exactly as it was.” Both Huson and 
Smith uses the phrase “old-timey” with 
great to distain to describe restoration 
projects that attempt to recreate an 
old-fashioned look at the cost of the 
site’s natural character. 

“We want to add a contemporary 
layer: take what’s there, build on it, 
save it and honour it, but make it 
completely functional,” says Huson. 
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November 16, 2010 

2011

A TWO-STOREY JIGSAW PUZZLE AT WILLOWBANK  

ST. CATHARINES STANDARD   MATTHEW VAN DONGEN 

 

ST. CATHARINES – John Laundry is 
putting together a two-storey-high 
puzzle at Willowbank Estate in 
Queenston. 

It's a complicated jigsaw, and not only 
because each piece weighs between 
131/2 and 135 kilograms. 

"It's a huge challenge," said the 
heritage stone mason, staring up at 
the damaged southwest corner of the 
historic stone mansion, which bulges 
out like rocky pot belly. 

"It's not like we can take down the 
whole wall and start from scratch . 
We're taking it apart in small sections, 
one at a time. We're labelling each 
stone, removing it and putting it back 
in the same order. It's going to be 
difficult." 

It's also the perfect challenge for 
Willowbank, said project leader Emily 
Kszan. 

The 176-year-old mansion is also 
home to the Willowbank School of 
Restoration Arts, which means the 
project is as much an educational 
opportunity as it is a repair job. 

"This is really what Willowbank is all 
about," said Kszan, a graduate of the 
school located in the aging national 
historic site. 

The much-needed repairs will open up 
more of the building, she said, 
ultimately making it safe and possible 
for students to begin restoring the 
inside as well. 

"It's not just a historic site," she said. 
"It really is a living classroom." 

No one is taking this history lesson 
lightly. 

Masons will carefully label and reuse 
as many of the existing sandstone 
and dolomite blocks as possible. But 
in case new stones are needed, 
Willowbank volunteers scoured an old 
Queenston quarry for local dolomite 
replacements. 

Workers will also use period mortar - a 
mixture made with lime - to stick the 
2,000-odd stones back together. 

That means the masons will require a 
special heating system and an 
enclosed workspace to keep 
temperatures near the wall above 4°C, 
or risk ruining the old-school mortar. 

Cold or not, it won't be a rush job. 

Masons are already working around 
an elaborate system of support poles 
and wall braces designed to keep the 
stone Jenga puzzle from toppling. 

"it is a safety challenge," said Kszan. 
"We have to proceed cautiously and 
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carefully and in a very organized 
fashion." 

It's the kind of challenge that appealed 
to mason Jordan Nickel. 

The Niagara-on-the-Lake native said 
he jumped at the chance to help 
restore his old school. 

"It's pretty neat to be back - I studied 
this wall when I was a student," said 
the grinning mason, carefully chipping 
away at the foundation below the 
bulge. "I think a lot of people would 
look at this job as a rare opportunity." 

The urgent structural repairs began 
this fall following a $100,000 federal 

grant, which is also meant to pay for a 
sprinkler system in the building. 

Willowbank has pledged to match the 
federal funding and has collected 
about $35,000 in donations so far, 
said development director Carol 
Perrin. 

The school hopes to finish fundraising 
and repairs around the same time, 
likely at the end of February. 

Perrin said supporters can donate and 
follow the construction project online 
at www.willowbank.ca, which will 
feature a student blog detailing the 
milestones in the project.  



TEN YEARS 2016-17 

 

 

February 2, 2011 

ONLY THE BEST FOR WILLOWBANK 

NIAGARA ADVANCE  

 

A kid in a candy store. 

For stonemason John Laundry, that's 
the equivalent of a trip to the 
Queenston Quarry, only his recent 
adventure was even better. He was 
given the opportunity to pick out the 
perfect piece of limestone for the 
restoration of the bulging south wall 
of Queenston's Willowbank Estate. 

He found just what he was looking for-
a perfect, no-fault remnant large 
enough to carve a replacement first-
floor window sill. 

Laundry, the head stonemason and a 
teacher at the School of Restoration 
Arts at Willowbank, spent last week 
lovingly carving the detailed work of 
the sill that will match the limestone 
of the other sills and details of the 
estate-stone that was mined almost 
200 years ago from the same quarry, 
and stone that is unmatched in quality 
and strength, he says. 

The 64-inch slab of limestone, which 
was donated to Willowbank by quarry 
owner Frank Racioppo, was loaded on 
to a truck with machinery also 
supplied by Racioppo, and sent to Old 
World Stone in Burlington, where they 
generously donated their time and 
labour to cut it down to size for 
tooling. 

Racioppo is also donating several 
large Queenston limestone remnants 
to be stored at Willowbank for future 
restoration projects. 

The other window sills, along with the 
band around the building, which are 
also Queenston limestone, were able 
to be repaired, says Laundry. 

With a mallet and chisel, the 
stonemason spent about three days 
hand-fluting the front of the sill, with 
the participation of his three-man 
team of stonemasons and Willowbank 
students. 

Racioppo's contribution, said Laundry, 
offered the ideal solution-limestone 
from the same quarry as the original. 

There are other more plentiful 
sources, but of an inferior quality. 

"There is still lots left (at the 
Queenston Quarry)," said Racioppo. 

"But the larger the piece the more rare 
it is. And this piece has no fractures or 
faults." 

There is an unmined vein on the east 
rock face-the face furthest from the 
proposed reclamation development of 
homes, a hotel and vineyard-that 
could be accessed if larger pieces are 
required, but not without permission 
from the Ministry of Natural 
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Resources, he said. He also hopes to 
uncover the west face as part of the 
reclamation and development of the 
site, if he gets permission from the 
region, the last agency he needs 
approval from before he moves 
forward. 

There are several significant historic 
buildings in Ontario that were 
constructed of Queenston limestone, 
so more could be needed for future 
restorations, he said. 

Although aggregate was sold from the 
quarry up until about five years ago, 
limestone hasn't been mined since the 
1970s, said Racioppo. 

The Queenston limestone, made of 
dead coral and sea shells, is anywhere 
from 100 to 300 million years old, he 
said. Fossils found by visiting 
geologists, identified as 200 million 
years old, are on display at the Royal 
Ontario Museum. 

Laundry, who apprenticed with a 
skilled stonemason for about two 
years on a York Road home, decided 
as a result to take his young family to 
England so he could take further 
training. It's been about a 10-year 
journey, but he's back in Queenston, 
working on the restoration of 
Willowbank and training students to 
do the work he has come to love. 
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July 6, 2012 

WILLOWBANK SHOUTING ITS ACHIEVEMENTS 

FROM HISTORIC ROOFTOP ABOVE QUEENSTON 

NIAGARA ADVANCE  

 

It's been a decade since Willowbank 
was purchased with the intent of 
fulfilling a dream. 

Former school teacher Laura Dodson, 
who dedicated her retirement in 
Niagara-on-the-Lake to fighting to 
preserve the town's heritage from 
development, had a vision of a school 
that would be a first for Canada, 
dedicated to teaching traditional skills 
and conservation approaches to a 
new generation—skills that students 
would take with them across Canada, 
across North America, and further 
afield. 

Ten years later, her vision is a reality—
one she didn't live to see—and the 
School of Restoration Arts has grown 
to acquire a national and international 
reputation for combining academics 
with hands-on learning taught by 
mentors who are masters in 
conservation and restoration. 

The school has a waiting list of some 
of the brightest students in the 
conservation field from all over the 
world hoping to attend, a top-notch 
staff and about 65 faculty associates 
who are outstanding professionals in 
their areas of expertise. 

And in addition to the school of 
restoration arts, it has developed a 

complementary program as a Centre 
for Cultural Landscape, 
communicating its core ideas to a 
wider audience. 

But Willowbank has been so focused 
on developing the institution and 
building on its successes, it hasn't 
done a particularly good job of 
communicating what it does locally, or 
in connecting with its own community, 
says executive director Julian Smith. 

And since one of the principals of 
cultural landscape is the importance 
of heritage buildings having a 
relationship and a place in their 
community, it's time to do something 
about that, says Smith. 

Especially when its place in the 
community is so quickly expanding. 

The School of Restoration Arts will 
double its enrolment this September, 
to 35 students in the three-year 
diploma program. 

"That's more students than we have 
parking spaces for," jokes Smith. 

But although it's still a relatively small 
number, it's huge for Willowbank, 
which can only accommodate that 
number because it is expanding with a 
second campus, the former Laura 
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Secord school property down the hill 
in Queenston. 

With the move of some of its courses 
and classes from the estate on the hill 
to the centre of the village, the school 
is already becoming more visible, but 
there are still people in the village who 
have no idea of what goes on up the 
hill, says program co-ordinator Shelley 
Huson. 

Some still think of Willowbank as an 
historic house, a kind of museum, 
without realizing "there's this 
incredible institution that is so highly 
regarded nationally and 
internationally," she says. 

And there has never been a stronger 
interest in the imaginative reuse of 
historic properties, in revitalizing 
historic urban districts and rural 
landscapes, in recapturing traditional 
practices in many areas of life, says 
Smith. 

"The difference is that these activities 
are part of the everyday landscapes 
that people inhabit." 

Third-year students are currently 
employed in the conservation field in 
Hamilton, Kleinburg, Ottawa, Montreal 
and Halifax, as well as locally, he 
adds. 

"In the course of their third year, they 
will contribute about $16,000 to 
Willowbank in tuition. At the same 
time, before they have even 
graduated, they will earn close to 
$160,000 from jobs in the 

conservation field obtained through 
their association with Willowbank. 

Willowbank began as a small 
institution, but that is changing 
quickly, Smith says, projecting 
enrolment will double again in two 
years. And as it produces more alumni 
who move about and gain their own 
reputations in their field, the school's 
reputation grows. 

At an international conference last 
month in San Antonio, Texas, Gustavo 
Araoz, who is the principal advisor to 
UNESCO on world heritage, said in his 
closing remarks, “if you want to 
understand the new international 
paradigm in heritage conservation, 
you should talk to Julian Smith. And if 
you want to understand what Julian is 
talking about, you should visit 
Willowbank.” 

With the purchase of the Laura Secord 
property and the opportunity to 
expand, enormous change at the 
school is taking place, said Smith. 

"As a result, Willowbank can now look 
outward again. We are going to re-
energize Friends of Willowbank to 
reconnect to the local community. 
Friends of Willowbank will become the 
group that opens up Willowbank as a 
historic estate, that provides services 
to visitors, that plans and carries out 
events and special activities,' he says. 

"So perhaps we have been rather 
quiet, but now is the time to reconnect 
with the community that created 
Willowbank and continues to give it 
life."  
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September 13, 2013 

THE ART OF RESTORATION 

HAMILTON SPECTATOR  AMY KENNY 

Specialty school combines academia with apprenticeship 

 

A decades-old pine door, rescued 
from an ailing Ancaster farmhouse, 
hangs at the rear of the building. 
Against one wall sits a Rockwell table 
saw from the 1940s. Against another 
is a joiner from 1919. 

Furlan flips a switch on the joiner and 
it hums steadily, even after almost a 
hundred years. 

"I love this," he smiles. "It's my 
favourite machine." 

Considering Furlan's love of antiquity, 
it should come as no surprise that the 
52-year-old Hamiltonian is a graduate 
of the School of Restoration Arts at 
Willowbank in Queenston. 

The three-year program, launched in 
2006, focuses on design, conservation 
and craft skills. Students learn at 
Willowbank mansion — an early-1800s 
home with National Historic Site 
designation. Classes are small (this 
fall, enrolment jumped to 40) and the 
education is broad, covering 
everything from masonry and 
woodworking, to understanding 
planning acts and the structure of 
heritage committees. 

Julian Smith, Willowbank's executive 
director, says the school offers an 
educational experience he likens to 

the tradition of the carpenter-architect, 
or the philosopher-stonemason. 
Willowbank combines academia with 
apprenticeship in a way that engages 
both hands and mind, something 
Smith thinks we've lost. 

He says the comprehensive look at 
restoration can lead grads to careers 
in construction, planning, government 
or woodworking. There are as many 
different paths from Willowbank as 
there are to the school. 

Furlan, for example, applied to the 
school after he was laid off from 
Union Drawn Steel in 2009 (he'd 
worked in the industry for 30 years). 
Today, he runs Walter Furlan 
Conservation. Furlan wrote the 
condition report for Whitehern Historic 
House. He completed specs for 
colonial buildings in St. John's, NL. 
He's in the process of restoring 
windows for a mid-1800s-era home 
on Mary Street. 

Furlan isn't the only Willowbank grad 
plying his trade in Hamilton. 

Carolyn Samko, 46, attended the 
school in 2006. 

At the time, she'd been working as a 
sales representative for a paint 
manufacturer. The job was loosely 
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related to her fine arts training, but 
didn't engage her creatively. When 
Samko decided to make a career 
change, her passion for historic 
buildings led her to Willowbank. 

Now a senior project manager with 
the City's heritage facilities and capital 
planning, Samko has worked on sites 
including Whitehern, Auchmar, 
Dundurn Castle and the Hamilton 
Museum of Steam and Technology. 

She also worked with recent 
Willowbank grad Ashleigh Bell during 
Bell's third-year internship with the 
City of Hamilton, where Bell now 
works as a heritage facility program 
co-ordinator. 

Before enrolling at the school, Bell, 
now 28, had been doing contemporary 
hotel and restaurant design in Halifax, 
where she grew to love the 
craftsmanship and natural materials 
that went into older buildings. When 
work took her to Calgary, she found 
the new buildings and mass-produced 
materials there made her miss 
working on historic sites. Shortly after, 
she started researching heritage 
restoration. 

"I just really thought this is the best 
way to understand the kind of 
craftsmanship and depth of character 
that I'd already been feeling in a sort 
of lighthearted way," she says of 
Willowbank's program. "I was drawn 
towards it already but this was a way 
to truly learn the tool kit to understand 
historic places and how to best work 
with them." 

All three grads feel that Hamilton is 
the perfect place for them to be 
practising their passions, and Smith 
agrees. 

"Hamilton, as an urban place, has a 
generation that's raising a lot of the 
questions about the future of a city 
like Hamilton," he says. "About the 
richness that there is … how do you 
take advantage of that richness?" 

Samko says that when she looks 
around her North End neighbourhood, 
she sees people doing just that. 
Residents are recognizing the value of 
living in a walkable city — one where 
you can find the library, the art gallery, 
your favourite restaurant and the local 
grocery store in the same few blocks. 

Furlan agrees. He says his mixed-use 
east end neighbourhoods and their 
human-scale streetscapes offer 
endless opportunity, not just for the 
buildings, but for the people in the 
community as well. 

"We talk a lot about built heritage, but 
heritage is also about how we're living 
now and how that is impacting on the 
places that we're using," Bell says. 

Samko nods. "Heritage buildings 
aren't important if they don't allow 
themselves to be loved," she says. 
"And how can you love a place that 
you can't use or interact with? So 
heritage is about use and about 
people."
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May 22, 2014 

PRINCE CHARLES TO BE WILLOWBANK’S  

ROYAL PATRON 

NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE TOWN CRIER  MELINDA CHEEVERS 

 

NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE — When 
Prince Charles arrived in Canada on 
Victoria Day, he brought more than 
just good tidings for his 17th visit to 
the country — he brought some good 
news for a Queenston educational 
institute as well. 

On Wednesday, it was announced that 
the Prince of Wales would be 
Willowbank School of Restoration 
Arts’ Royal Patron. 

“This is a unique opportunity for 
Willowbank to align our activities in 
cultural heritage with the pioneering 
work and global leadership of the 
Prince,” said Willowbank’s executive 
director Smith, who heads the 
independent, non-profit institution 
where students come from across 
Canada and the world to enrol in a 
three-year diploma program. 

Smith, along with Willowbank’s 
director of its centre for cultural 
landscape, met with the Prince on 
Wednesday to present on issues 
around sustainable urban growth at a 
meeting of urban designers, planners, 
developers and civic leaders he 
convened in Winnipeg, Manitoba. 

Royal patronages reflect areas of 
personal interest to His Royal 
Highness, and for the school it means 

a link with his established initiatives, 
including the prince’s Foundation for 
Building Community and the prince’s 
School of Traditional Arts. 

“We are thrilled at the news,” said 
Christina Cameron, president of 
Willowbank’s board of directors, a 
group of distinguished Canadian and 
U.S. volunteers. “The Prince of Wales’s 
endorsement recognizes Willowbank’s 
innovative approach to the integration 
of heritage conservation, traditional 
craftsmanship and environmental 
studies.” 

It’s a unique honour for a unique 
school. Set within a 13-acre national 
historic site, Willowbank’s diploma 
program combines academic and 
apprenticeship learning, enabling its 
students to balance working with their 
hands and working with their minds. 
The school operates outside of the 
normal structures of universities and 
colleges and because of that 
graduates are finding immediate 
success across a range of careers, 
from skilled trades to design firms to 
community development. 

The school delivers post-secondary 
education in the crafting of new 
futures for old places. Willowbank 
was founded in 2006 and has  grown 
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rapidly into an institution of more than 
40 students, with 50 faculty 
associates who are leading 
practitioners in the field. The 
associated Centre for Cultural 
Landscape provides a public forum 
for research, workshops, and 
conferences. 

Prince Charles and his wife Camilla 
arrived in Canada on Sunday for a 
four-day tour in the country, visiting  
three provincial capitals in that time. 

Things kicked off on Monday with a 
grand parade in Halifax to welcome 
the royal couple to Canada. On 
Tuesday, they toured Charlottetown, 
Prince Edward Island before heading 
to Winnipeg, Manitoba. On 
Wednesday, they visited the Winnie 
the Pooh gallery and Royal Winnipeg 
Ballet in addition to the Prince’s 
meeting with the Canadian 
development and design community 
at Red River College.
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September 20, 2015 

SCHOOL IS BACK IN SESSION AT WILLOWBANK 

NIAGARA FALLS REVIEW  TONY RICCIUTO 

 

The Willowbank School of Restoration 
Arts in Queenston is getting ready to 
celebrate their 10th anniversary next 
year and to prepare for it some major 
investments will be going into a 
number of infrastructure projects at 
the Willowbank Estate House. 

Students have now returned to begin 
a new school term in the Heritage 
Conservation Program and in the 
upcoming months the school will be 
releasing its 2014-15 annual report. 

"We are very excited about some of 
the things that have been happening 
and we have grown immensely over 
the years since we first opened," said 
Crystal Bossio, director of operations 
and capital projects at Willowbank. 

"Many things will be taking place 
inside so you won't see as much 
taking place on the outside," said 
Bossio. "Our small post-secondary 
school specializes in training a new 
generation of professionals in the 
theory and practice of heritage 
conservation." 

This summer Willowbank partnered 
with the Niagara Peninsula 
Conservation Authority to enhance the 
natural landscape of its 13 acre estate 
and lower campus. Students worked 
with the NPCA to reintroduce native 

species gardens and solitary bee 
stations. 

Students also partnered with local 
community members to create a 
medicine wheel in a community 
healing garden that has the aim of 
reconnecting the aboriginal and 
contemporary layers that exist in the 
prominent historic site. That project 
was partly sponsored by a donation 
from the Niagara-on-the-Lake 
Horticultural Society. 

The estate house is called the upper 
campus and the Laura Secord school 
is the lower campus. 

"Now we have the Laura Secord 
school property down in the heart of 
Queenston so we have been able to 
move a lot of our class time down into 
the school," said Bossio. 

"We have been focusing a lot on the 
natural environment at the Laura 
Secord school so this year we have 
put in native species gardens and the 
past couple of years we have been 
putting in the dry stone walls, that's 
one of the courses that we put on a 
regular basis." 

Students from across Canada and the 
world come to enroll in the school's 
three-year diploma program in 
conservation skills and theory, and a 
Centre for Cultural Landscape, a 
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forum for cultural landscape theory 
and practice in Canada and the world. 

"This year we have 31 students. Most 
of them have gone to secondary 
institutions and now they are trying to 
find a way to focus their skills," said 
Bossio. "We have a very unique school 
and some of the faculty we bring in 
are the best in their fields. Many of the 
skills that are being taught have died 
out so we bring in the best that we 
can find." 

The school, which was founded in 
2006, combines academic and 
apprenticeship learning. The first two 
years feature eight-month sessions at 
Willowbank and the third year is a 
transition year into full-time 
employment in the field and combines 
classes with on-site or off-site 
internships. 

"On the theory side of heritage, we 
have some of the best architects and 
planners in Ontario who come in to 
teach and share their knowledge," said 
Bossio. "An amazing percentage of 
our students who graduate are finding 
work and they are succeeding in the 
heritage field." 

In June, the school welcomed to their 
campus Elizabeth Dowdeswell, the 
29th Lieutenant Governor of Ontario, 
who participated in a roundtable 
discussion with students and staff. 

The school has continued to gather 
support and interest from the local 
community following the 2014 
announcement of the Prince of Wales 
Royal Patronage of Willowbank. 

Royal patronages reflect areas of 
personal interest to His Royal 
Highness, and for the school it means 
a link with his established initiatives, 
including The Prince's Foundation for 
Building Community and The Prince's 
School of Traditional Arts. 

A few other upcoming events planned 
for 2016 include the 13th Willowbank 
Jazz Festival in June. 

"We are also just beginning to plan a 
major new event in the fall of 2016 
that will incorporate our stone festival 
with an artisan market, musical acts 
and the local harvest," said Bossio. 
"This festival would coincide with the 
arrival of our 10th incoming class." 

  



 
 

 

 

September 13, 2016 

ROYAL STAMP OF APPROVAL FOR WILLOWBANK 

NIAGARA FALLS REVIEW  ALISON LANGLEY 

 

Students at Willowbank School of 
Restorative Arts started a new school 
year Monday with some royal 
company. 

The Prince of Wales recently 
announced he has extended the royal 
patronage he first granted in 2014. 

The association with Prince Charles 
allows Willowbank to connect to a 
global network of people and 
institutions involved with cultural 
heritage and sustainable 
development, said Crystal Bossio, 
Willowbank's executive director. 

Members of the Royal family grant 
their patronage to recognize the 
achievements of organizations and 
the contributions of different sectors 
of public life. 

Patronages maintained by the prince 
typically reflect his areas of personal 
interest. 

“His goals and visions align with our 
so this gives us the support for our 
mission,” Bossio said. 

Julian Smith, Willowbank's dean of 
faculty, agreed. 

“Willowbank benefits enormously 
from the leadership of His Royal 
Highness in advocating an integrated 
approach to cultural heritage, 

environmental stewardship and 
contemporary design,: he said. 

“The prince’s support as our bold 
educational experiment comes of age 
is extraordinary.” 

The patronage has also given the 
school the opportunity to link with his 
established initiatives, including The 
Prince's Foundation for Building 
Community and The Prince's School 
of Traditional Arts. 

Willowbank, which includes the 
Willowbank estate house known as 
the upper campus long the Niagara 
Parkway and the former Laura Secord 
Public School on Walnut Street 
referred to as the lower campus, 
offers a three-year diploma which 
combines academic with 
apprenticeship learning. 

It integrates sustainable development, 
traditional knowledge and 
contemporary design into its 
approach to heritage conservation. 

Graduates work across a range of 
careers, from skilled trades to design 
firms to community development. 

This year's students hail from across 
North America as well as Brazil. 

“Willowbank has really opened up 
more avenues than I expected coming 
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in,” said third-year student and 
Montreal native Zara Wexler. 

“It's a very diverse complex industry 
and I think that we're all well prepared 
by being here.” 

Willowbank also operates the Centre 
for Cultural Landscape, a public forum 
for research, workshops and 
conferences. 

The annual national conference of the 
National Trust will be held in October 
and the annual conference of the 
Society for the Study of Architecture 
will be held at Willowbank in May 
2017. 

Classes are being held exclusively at 
the lower campus for the time being 
to accommodate upcoming 
infrastructure upgrades at the estate 
house including installing a fire 
suppression system. 

This year also marks Willowbank’s 
School of Restoration Arts’ 10th 
anniversary. Activities planned this 
year include completing capital 
upgrades to the 180-year-old estate 
house and hosting the Stonesthrow 
Stone Festival. 

The festival, to run from Sept. 30 to 
Oct. 3, will include demonstrations 
from carvers, masons and artisans as 
well as live music. 
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November 16, 2016 

WILLOWBANK INKS AGREEMENT WITH 

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION 

NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE TOWN CRIER  SCOTT ROSTS 

Queenston organization to host Canada chapter of International 

Network for Traditional Building, Architecture and Urbanism 

 

NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE — As 
Willowbank marks its 10th 
anniversary, the organization 
continues to make new history and 
forge new partnerships. 

Last week the Queenston-based 
advanced educational institution 
announced it has signed an 
agreement to host the Canada 
Chapter of the International Network 
for Traditional Building, Architecture 
and Urbanism (INTBAU), a global 
network of 5,600 individuals and 
institutions who support tradition in 
architecture, building and urban 
design. The two charitable 
organizations share His Royal 
Highness The Prince of Wales as their 
patron. 

The announcement comes during the 
10th anniversary year of Willowbank, 
and as INTBAU hosted its World 
Congress on Nov. 14-15 in London, 
UK, a biennial forum to discuss and 
debate pressing issues facing the built 
environment in communities around 
the world, this year exploring the 
future of cities and the wide-ranging 
impact of rapid urbanization on how 
and where we live. 

“Becoming home to INTBAU in 
Canada will allow Willowbank a new 
outlet for dialogue around sustainable 
building practices, urban development 
and traditional architecture,” said 
Crystal Bossio, executive director of 
Willowbank. “As an institution we are 
dedicated to fostering discussion 
about how communities can learn 
from our past to make a more 
sustainable future – the agreement 
with INTBAU recognizes that 
Willowbank has become a key centre 
for these vital conversations in 
Canada.” 

Harriet Wennberg, senior manager of 
INTBAU, said the organization is 
looking forward to working with 
Willowbank towards a shared goal of 
“building better places through the 
continuity of skills and traditions.” 

“We are thrilled that Willowbank will 
host the INTBAU Canada Chapter,” 
said Wennberg. “It builds on the 
existing partnership between 
Willowbank and the Prince’s 
Foundation for Building Community, 
our sister charity. Willowbank will give 
a centre and greater dynamism to the 
INTBAU network in a Canadian 
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context, while its work and students 
will gain increased international 
recognition as part of a global 
network.” 

Founded in the U.K. in 2001, INTBAU 
now has 27 national chapters. Each 
chapter focuses on local building 
traditions and architecture as well as 
the localized issues of rapid urban 
development and defines its own 
activities. 

The Canadian Chapter was 
established in 2007, and has had great 

success through regional chapters. 
Willowbank will be engaging with 
INTBAU’s members across Canada 
following the agreement and will be 
announcing a series of joint 
educational opportunities in member 
cities next spring. 

Willowbank celebrated its 
announcement with a trip to Guelph 
last Monday, where Willowbank 
students visited local historic 
buildings and hosted a discussion 
with the Guelph INTBAU chapter.
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January 3, 2017 

WILLOWBANK DIRECTOR AWARDED  

ORDER OF CANADA 

ST. CATHARINES STANDARD  DON FRASER 

Renowned architect and Willowbank centre director 

Julian Smith has been named to the Order of Canada 

 

Smith’s appointment, among 100 
recently made by Governor General 
David Johnson, took place Dec. 30. 

“This is a complete surprise,” said 
Smith, who has held a senior role at 
Willowbank in Niagara-on-the-Lake 
since 2008. “I had a call from Rideau 
Hall 10 days before the public 
announcement, and it was my first 
indication I was being considered. 

“It feels in some ways like a 
challenge, as much as a reward, to 
live up to those expectations.” 

Willowbank School of Restoration 
Arts and its Centre for Cultural 
Landscape in Queenston is on the 
site of a former sprawling grand 
estate. Its three-year diploma 
program uses an interdisciplinary 
approach to heritage conservation. Its 
hands-on approach also focuses on 
conservation theory, sustainable 
development, and traditional and 
contemporary design. 

The centre itself acts as the public 
face of Willowbank in outreach, 
conferences, workshops and other 
initiatives. 

Smith, 68, who is originally from 
Montreal, is an architect, scholar and 
educator with an international profile. 

His Canadian career includes a stint 
with Parks Canada, and later 
becoming chief architect for the 
National Historic Sites program. 

Smith’s resume includes work for 
culturally-significant places in 
Canada, the U.S., France, Italy, India, 
Sri Lanka and Japan. 

Smith established his own 
architecture and planning practice in 
1987 in Ottawa. 

His career includes leading 
conservation projects at Canada’s 
Vimy Monument in France, Ottawa’s 
ByWard Market and Aberdeen 
Pavilion, Queen’s Park in Toronto, and 
a historic college in south India. 

He has also been influential in 
developing conservation policies 
worldwide and for federal and 
provincial agencies in Canada. 

In 1988, Smith created the master’s 
program in heritage conservation at 
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Ottawa’s Carleton University, a 
program he directed for 15 years. 

Over a decade, Willowbank has had 
more than 50 diploma graduates who 
have advanced to careers from 
skilled trades to design firms and 
community development. 

After he joined, Smith said he 
admired that first group of students 
“who were buying into an idea, with 
no proof (yet) of success.” 

“I have been involved as it has 
developed into a program that now is 
known across Canada and also 
internationally,” Smith said. 

For most of his time there, he was 
executive director and responsible for 
both programs and the broader 
management of Willowbank. Most 
recently, he has been director of the 
Centre, while still teaching for its 
school program. 

“It’s been extremely rewarding,” Smith 
said. “The students that come to 
Willowbank tend to be self-motivated, 
with different backgrounds and it’s 
been a great learning environment for 
me. 

“This award in some ways is 
indirectly (also to) Willowbank in its 
role in the field, both in Canada and 
internationally.” 
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Thanks for reading these stories from 

Willowbank’s first decade. To support our 

non-profit institution, visit our web site at 

willowbank.ca or plan a trip to our majestic 

15-acre campus along the Canada-United 

States border in Queenston, Ontario.  
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