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Downsview is a cultural heritage landscape that reflects the place and
the people over time. 
  
What was once a forest has been forever changed in the course of a century and
a half into a vibrant, diverse part of the City of Toronto.  This booklet attempts to
describe some elements of the transformation, and what remains today as a
testimony of earlier times.  

Downsview boasts two buildings that are designated heritage properties and
several buildings that are listed under the Ontario Heritage Act.  Downsview is
also internationally  known as Canada's leading aerospace centre with aircraft
built here used in every
region of Canada,
exported to more than
120 countries and
displayed in over 50
museums around the
world. It is also the
birthplace of the 
Canadian space
technology industry 
and the company best
known as SPAR.

Each property described
in this booklet reveals
the history of Downsview, from settlers to aviation to military community.

We’ve come a long way!

Looking north from Keele and Wilson

INDIGENOUS PEOPLE AND PLACE

Toronto has been the site of human habitation for over 10,000 years, and
archaeological digs have identified many pre-contact Aboriginal settlements
and burial grounds.  Around 3,000 years ago Huron people settled along the
banks of the Black Creek.  They did so because of the fertile soil and the
proximity to the Humber River, their main transportation route. Three archeological
sites were excavated here during the late 1940s and 1950s: the Black Creek site,
near Jane and Wilson; the Downsview site, just south of Northwood Park at Keele 

Iroquoian longhouse

and Sheppard; and the Parsons site, north of Finch and Keele. 

Archeological excavations have concluded that the Black Creek site may have
been occupied by the Huron people as early as the 15th century. The people of
Black Creek may have then moved
to the Downsview site and then to 
the Parsons site.  It appears that the
Parsons site may have been an
amalgamation of two or more
Iroquois communities as, at almost
3 hectares in size, it was almost
twice the size of the Downsview and
Black Creek sites.  Excavations in the
1950s uncovered the remains of ten Iroquois longhouses, sweat lodges and
thousands of artifacts.  

Attempts were made in 1962 to
reconstruct the Parsons site as a
Huron village with an associated
educational component. However,
construction projects in 1977 and
the early 1980s proceeded without
proper archaeological evaluations,
resulting in the destruction of large parts of the village.  Though this site was
pivotal in formulating the cultural history of the Humber Valley, this irreplaceable
information has unfortunately been lost forever.  Four historical plaques were
erected on what has been named the “Huron Wendat Trail” along the Finch Hydro
corridor between Jane Street and Sentinel Road. 

Found at the Downsview site

One of 3 Heritage
Toronto plaques along
the Huron-Wendat trail
section of the Finch
Hydro Corridor.

DOWNS VIEW HOUSE

In 1842, Bartholomew Bull and his wife Elizabeth Boake gifted their 21-year-old

Found at the
Parsons site



son, John Perkins Bull, with 200 acres of land in the Keele and Wilson area.  John
began clearing the land and built a small cabin on Bull Road in the Township of
West York. Construction finished in 1844 and he married Caroline Amelia
Carpenter the same year.  “Downs View” was the name given by Caroline to their
domain; the “view” of the “downs” (rounded and grass-covered hills) reminded
Caroline of Ireland, where she was raised. Being on one of the highest elevations
in the Township of York, she could see right down to Lake Ontario. The name
stuck.

Caroline died in 1847
at the young age of 24
when their son was
only two years old. 
John Perkins Bull died
in 1902.
  
John Perkins Bull was
a religious man and, in
what must have been
one of the first home
offices in existence,
“Squire Bull” opened
his home to the Wesleyan Methodist community for church services. He was also
a Justice of the peace and later added a courtroom off to the side of the house
and a jail which was located in the basement.  John was a Justice of the Peace
for thirty-five years.

Bull Road eventually became Rustic Road. The Downs View house still stands at
450 Rustic Road. John’s grandson, William Perkins Bull (1870-1948), who was
born in Downs View, wrote a book on the early local history of our area called
From Oxford to Ontario; A History of the Downsview Community.  Downs View
House is listed in the City of Toronto’s heritage properties.

  
 house for                                                  $515.  It was bricked-over and enlarged in 1887,

                                                  and served as a school until it was demolished
                                                  and replaced with the current Downsview Public
                                                  School in 1948.

                                                 
                                                  

The cornerstone of the new church on the west
                                                  side of Keele Street was laid on June 28, 1870
                                                  and was dedicated in January 1871.  It expanded
                                                  with the extension of the chancel in 1882 and was
                                                  renamed the Downsview United Church in 1925
                                                  when Methodists, Presbyterians, and other
                                                  denominations joined together under the United
                                                  Church banner. It was designed by Toronto
                                                  architect J. W. Stubbs and has served for well over
                                                  a century as a spiritual, social, and educational
                                                  centre in our community.

LOCUST LODGE   

In 1836, Edward Boake (brother to Elizabeth Boake Bull from Downs View House)
and his wife, Sarah, came to own a large parcel of land, and in 1856 they built
their homestead. They named it “Locust Lodge” because it was surrounded by
thousands of Locust trees.  Edward and Sarah had seventeen children.

Downs View house, 450 Rustic Road, built 1844; photo taken
1964

Downsview United Church, built
1870; photo taken 1954, Toronto
Public Library Archives

DOWNSVIEW UNITED CHURCH

Originally known as the York Wesleyan Methodist Church, its first home – after 
Downs View house – was a log meeting house built on a farm on the east side of 
Keele Street in 1850.  This building also housed the local school.  When the current 
church was built on the west side of Keele Street in 1870, school trustees bought 

the old meeting

Downsview United Church is, by far, Downs-
view’s most beautiful landmark. It ranks as a 
well-crafted example of Gothic Revival architec-

ture, the most popularstyle for churches in the mid to late 19th century. With its 
tall steeple, Downsview United Church survives as one of only four churches in 
North York dating to the1800s.

The Boake farmhouse was enormous for its time and included a garage, three 
barns, a silo, an icehouse and a chicken coop. In addition to the farmhouse, there 
was a house for hired help and an outhouse for 3 people. The house was heated 
by wood burning stoves until 1916 when an electrical line was run from Keele 
Street. Well water was supplied by two artesian wells located near Downsview 
United Church.



The family raised cattle, pigs, chickens, and horses, and grew wheat, oats, barley,
corn, and hay.  They had orchards of Northern Spy apples.  The Boake children
were awake by 6 am to milk the cows then they changed their clothes and went
to school.  In the summer they would swim in the Black Creek at Downsview
Dells. That swim also served as their bath. Four generations of the Boake family

                                                                                                made Locust Lodge
                                                                                                their home until the
                                                                                                land was
                                                                                                expropriated by the
                                                                                                government for a
                                                                                                military base in 1951. 
                                                                                                Sadly, nothing
                                                                                                remains of this
                                                                                                beautiful homestead
                                                                                                which was located
                                                                                                on the east side of
                                                                                                Keele Street north 

                                                                                               
Boake family homestead, Locust Lodge

“Downsview Station” date unknown

DOWNSVIEW TRAIN STATION
  
Downsview really began to prosper in 1853 when the Ontario, Simcoe and Huron
Union Railroad Company (OSHR) opened its line from Toronto to Barrie. 
Nicknamed the “Oats, Straw and Hay” line, its main function was to move
agricultural goods and lumber north.  Downsview had plenty of lumber in those
days as it was blanketed in trees and several mills operated along the Humber
River. 

GEORGE JACKSON HOUSE

George Jackson inherited the land from his father
William, who had purchased 200 acres in 1830. The
red brick home with the sweeping gables was
constructed as a farmhouse in approximately 1896.
Like his father, George took up public service as a
school trustee and a township councillor. George
and his wife Sarah James diligently farmed the land
and raised their family here. Members of the Jackson
family lived on this property from 1896 to 1967.

Artifacts left by the Jackson family give us an intimate glance of the era. Their
daughters, Alice, and Bessie, kept a great deal of their schoolwork and one essay,
written during World War 1, argues in favour of women’s right to vote.

As a representative example of a late 19th century
farmhouse, the design blends elements of the Queen
Anne Revival and Richardsonian Romanesque styles
popular in the late 1800s. The property is one of the
few surviving buildings that reflect the development
of Downsview as an agricultural community in the
1800s.
   
In 2012 the George Jackson House was designated
under the Ontario Heritage Act. A particular attribute
of the Jackson house is the basket weave brickwork pattern under the steep
gables. Today this beautifully preserved home serves as office space for
businesses.   

Downsview is one of Canada's leading centres of aviation and space innovation
and is associated for the past 85 years with the adventure of flight and it has had
a huge impact on air transport globally for more than 75 years.  As a matter of
fact, at one time the entire area was filled with landing strips and flying clubs.
Downsview-built aircraft regularly touch down on runways in almost every
country of the world … and the airport is one of about 10 sites in the world that 
designs and builds commercial passenger aircraft and business jets. 

DE HAVILLAND AIRCRAFT OF CANADA 

of Downsview  Park 
Boulevard.



Canada continued to make several significant achievements until the end of the
war. The De Havilland DHC-2 Bush plane is one of the great symbols of Canada. 
The Canadian Space Program, which established Canada as the third nation in
space and the first to launch a scientific satellite, had its birthplace at de 
Havilland. SPAR, the company that built the “Canadarm,” and STOL (Short Take
Off and Landing), used by jets at the Toronto island airport, were pioneered here.
It was Canada’s base for the world’s 5th largest aerospace industry.

Downsview is also connected to the beginning of the Space technology industry.
De Havilland's Guided Missile Division was formed in this building in 1954. When
the Avro Arrow was cancelled, the Division was renamed the Special Products
Division and developed the STEM antenna for satellite and spacecraft use. 

                                                 

The division later built the structure and antennas

                                                 Canada as the 3rd nation in space. When de
                                                 Havilland bought Avro Canada, the Special Products
                                                 division was merged with Avro's Canadian SPAR
                                                 (Special Products Applied Research) which became
                                                 Canada's foremost space company ... all founded
                                                 at Downsview!!  

It has also been one of Canada’s leading centres of high-tech engineering and
technological employment for more than 70 years.  You can find aircraft built in
Downsview in museums in over 50 countries.                          
                                                                                                   It all began in April
                                                                                                   1929 when Geoffrey
                                                                                                   de Havilland chose
                                                                                                   Downsview to build
                                                                                                   his only Canadian
                                                                                                   aircraft factory.
                                                                                                   Seventy acres of
                                                                                                   William Duncan III’s
                                                                                                   farm (south of
                                                                                                   Sheppard, west of
                                                                                                   Dufferin St) were
                                                                                                   expropriated andAirfield / signalized intersection at Dufferin St. before it was closed
in the 1940s

Mosquito aircraft outside DeHavilland hangars;

In the 1980s, the Government of Canada privatized De Havilland Aircraft of Canada
and in 1986 sold it to Boeing.  But after allegations of bribery in a scandal known
as “the Airbus Affair”, Boeing put the company up for sale and in 1992 it was
purchased by Bombardier Aerospace.

The former De Havilland factory at 65 Carl Hall Road is one of only three surviving
aviation heritage buildings in Canada.  It was threatened with demolition in 2011
to make room for a hockey arena. Many organizations, including the Canadian Air
and Space Museum and the North York Community Preservation Panel, came
together to oppose the demolition of this historic building. Fortunately it was
saved and a new vision emerged for a re-purposed building as a centre of
aerospace innovation.  The Downsview Aerospace Innovation and Research (DAIR)
Consortium is a unique partnership of Toronto’s top colleges and universities and
nine companies leading the aerospace industry in Canada.  With the support of
the government of federal and provincial governments, the aerospace campus
opened in May 2019. In May of 2018 Bombardier sold the entire 148 hectare site
to the Public Sector Pension Investment Board.

the De Havilland Company went on to become Canada’s largest supplier of 
government-owned aircraft in the 1930s.

They went on to produce more 
than 2,500 Mosquito fighter 
bombers and Tiger Moth 
trainers between 1939 and 
1945. The aircrafts that were 
designed and built in Downs-
view helped the Allied Forces 
win World War 2. De Havilland 
Aircraft of



Base beauty salon / barber shopRecreation Centre 

Military base housing SW corner of
Keele & Sheppard, 1962

Base chapel

CANADIAN FORCES BASE DOWNSVIEW

Looking at Downsview Park now. you would
never know that from 1952 to 1996 it was a
military base that functioned as a self-
contained city, with a population of about
8,000 people. Canadian Forces Base Downsview
had a first class gym with basketball courts,
judo club, weight room and swimming pool;

a movie theatre; bowling alleys; a curling rink; canteens, mess tents, barber shop
and beauty salon.  There was also a large defence research medical laboratory
building associated with the University of Toronto which had a decompression 
chamber and did medical research regarding manned flight. 

Warrant Officers and Sargeants Mess Junior Ranks Mess

In 1995 the Federal Government closed the Military Base as urban encroachment
made it dangerous to land the ever-larger aircraft that were being developed and
the supply depot was becoming obsolete. The federal government announced 
that the lands were to be set aside for recreational and public uses.

Military base housing was located at the southwest corner of Keele and Sheppard 
and at the southeast corner of Keele and Downsview Park Boulevard.  This area 
was known as Stanley Greene Park.  The Officer's housing was found at the 
northeast corner of Keele and Sheppard (i.e. north of the Sheppard overpass).  
This area was known as William Baker Park." It has been described by former  

Beneath the Supply Depot is a one million-gallon stormwater reservoir to 
provide water in case of an attack.

residents as an 
idyllic place to grow 
up. There was a 
sense of family and 
quiet pride due to 
the nature of their 
jobs. One of the 
residents was Keith 
Ogilvie who was held 
as a prisoner of war at Stalag Luft III in World War II and on whose story
the Academy Award nominated movie “The Great Escape” was based.

In 1954 the Royal Canadian Air Force built 
the #1 Supply Depot at 40 Carl
Hall Road. Because it supplied the entire 
Canadian Armed Forces in Canada
and overseas, it was designed to withstand 
a ballistic missile attack.

Since then the site has transitioned into two distinct parcels: Downsview 
Park and the Downsview Lands. The Downsview Lands are the neighbour-
hoods being developed around the Park (Stanley Greene, William Baker, 
Sheppard West, Allen Road, Chesswood). Downsview Park is the 291 acre 
parkland in the centre of the Downsview Lands.



                                     

The sculpture’s stone sections of varying heights, which also serve as tables and
seating, coalesce into the letters M O T H when seen from above. A vine covered
steel arbour at the west side of the gardens incorporates various aircraft
references. A row of windsocks marks the park’s eastern end. 
Each letter of the MOTH sculpture is surrounded by a unique garden. These
rose, flowering annual, scented herb and butterfly gardens are intersected by
walkways patterned on Italian Renaissance garden designs in recognition of the
area’s early Italian immigrants. 

MOTH Gardens 
(parkette at Keele and Wilson)

On the right 
side of this 
picture you 
can see the 
Boake family 
home and the 
single row of 
maple trees 
along the 
southern
property line 
which is all 
that remains of 
the home and 
farm. At the top you can see the de Havilland factory, hangar, and runways. On 
the left you can see the bridge that goes over Sheppard Avenue to the Officers’ 
housing in William Baker Park which has been demolished. In the centre is 70 
Canuck Avenue which remains there today.

The design of MOTH Gardens is inspired by Downsview’s history of aviation. At
the core of the gardens, a limestone sculpture refers to the first airplanes
manufactured in Downsview – the Gypsy and Tiger Moths. The artwork was 
inspired by a photograph from the 1920s showing the word MOTH written in 
large white letters on the turf beside the original Downsview airstrip.

When the Public Sector Pension Investment Board purchased the Bombardier
Lands in 2018, they immediately established a real estate arm, Northcrest
Developments, which is tasked with re-developing the Lands, which make up
a large portion of Downsview. What was once an area that was all but ignored by 
the City is now under intense pressure for intensification due to easy access to 3 
subway stops and a GO station. The De Havilland runway prohibited anything but 
low-rise buildings, but that protection is gone, paving the way for hi-rises. In the 
1960s an original Huron-Wendat Indigenous village was lost because of reckless 
demolition and insensitive alteration.  One can only hope that we’ve learned from 
our mistakes and won’t allow that to happen again.  Preserving Downsview’s 
cultural heritage landscape is worth it.    

Downsview is one of Toronto’s largest neighbourhoods. With easy access to 
highways and subways, a range of community facilities, excellent shopping and 
family owned restaurants offering authentic ethnic food, it is a great place to live, 
work and play.  It is not uncommon to find multiple generations of the same 
family living here.

THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Downsview Memorial Parkette was 
originally dedicated in 1946 to 
honour local men and women who 
sacrificed their lives in the Second 
World War. A dedication to them is 
inscribed in the low stone wall that 
makes up one section of the O.


