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1. Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Robertson Building is a large wood and brick structure that houses the 
offices and several exhibits of the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic at 1675 
Lower Water Street in Halifax. The structure represents two separate buildings 
that were combined around 1880 by infilling a broad alleyway between them. 
The ship chandlery and hardware store that once operated here has since been 
recreated as a museum exhibit, and the rear or warehouse section now exists as 
office and exhibit space. This report details the results of a thorough 
archaeological building survey conducted in 2011 and 2012, coupled with a 
series of scaled drawings and with previous archival research as well as 2012 
dendroarchaeology testing. The results of the project provide insight into the 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ construction to 
modern day use. 
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2. Methodology 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Detailed archival records of the Robertson Building were previously assembled 
by talented researchers in the 1970s and 1980s, resulting in several reports on 
file at the museum that were frequently consulted during the course of this 
research. The key historical information related to the structure itself has been 
presented below in an effort to aid interpretation. Limited supplementary 
research was conducted, but due to the thoroughness of the previous work, 
very little new information was uncovered in written form. Details not directly 
pertinent tƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘŜŘΦ YŀǘƘȅ aǳƎǊƛŘƎŜΩǎ 
1980 report on the building and its associated people has been relied upon 
heavily for this historical summary, and can be consulted on file at the museum 
for excellent business and biographical details. 
 
A thorough building survey and interpretation has been conducted, detailed in 
this report and supported by a series of scaled drawings reproduced as an 
appendix to this report. The survey consisted of a detailed photographic record 
along with field notes and measurements produced using a Leica Disto laser 
distance measure. Measurements were taken in Imperial units rather than 
ƳŜǘǊƛŎΣ ŀǎ ŦŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ 
construction. Scaled drawings of each floor have been produced, and a 
reconstruction of the historic ground floor has also been created. Unfortunately, 
both archival information and structural details did not yield enough evidence to 
create accurate historic reconstructions of the upper floors, though some 
speculation on layout and function is provided below. All drawings have been 
compiled by hand for the dual purpose of providing details on building materials 
and as a means of conducting detailed analysis of the structure as the drawings 
came together. 
 
Additional information was provided by Stephen Archibald, who was heavily 
involved in converting the building to a museum, and by Dan Conlin, who made 
notes and took photographs during a major renovation in 2010 carried out to 
strengthen the floors of the library on the third and fourth floors of the front 
portion of the building. During this time, and again in 2012, dendrochronology 
testing was carried out in the building. 
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3. Historical Background 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The exact origins of the Robertson .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ŦǊƻƴǘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ 
portion of this structure, are not known. Dendrochronology indicates that the 
building was constructed around 1829,1 ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘ ǳǎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 
clearly known until seventeen years later.  
 
There are some hints ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩǎ previous use as provided by 
documentary records, oral history, and the building itself. In a 1980 interview, 
H.B. Robertson noted that fireplaces used to be found up through all floors of 
the front building on its south wall, and that he suspected there had been living 
quarters on the upper floors.2 In addition, an 1899 article on the building notes, 
άLǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊŜƘƻǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƛƴ ŦƻǊ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ aǊΦ !ƭōǊƻ 
ŦƛǘǘŜŘ ƛǘ ǳǇ ŀǎ ŀ ƘŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΦέ3 It is entirely possible that these two 
uses were combined: grain storage on the lower levels and domestic space on 
the uppers. Other local buildings, including Mitchell House on the opposite side 
of Lower Water Street, were at least partially residential space in their earliest 
years. 
 
In 1845, Edward Albro and his partner Joseph Weir purchased from Andrew 
Mitchell Uniacke a wooden store on Lower Water Street at the head of 
aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭΩǎ ǿƘŀǊŦΦ4 Their intention was to use it as the site for a new branch of 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƘŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ плΩоέ Ŝŀǎǘ-west 
ŀƴŘ руέмлέ ƴƻǊǘƘ-ǎƻǳǘƘΦ !ƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŀǊŜŀ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ млΩрέ ǿƛŘŜ 
and was the same north-south length as the building. Included within this area 
ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ά[έ-shaped shed.5 
 
The following year, Albro and Weir acquired the warehouse property that lay 
behind their shop and bordered the open area of land. The warehouse lot was 
тлΩмέ Ŝŀǎǘ-ǿŜǎǘ ōȅ руΩфέ ƴƻǊǘƘ-ǎƻǳǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǿŀǎ тлΩмέ ōȅ псΩоέΦ6 At 
this time, the warehouse was likely constructed out of wood. 
 

                                                      
1 Robichaud, Young and Laroque 2011.  
2 Robertson 1980:3. 
3 Maritime Merchant and Commercial Review 1899:20. 
4 Mugridge 1980:3. 
5 Mugridge 1980:4. 
6 Survey of Charles W. Fairbanks, 20 August 1846, cited in Mugridge 1980:4. 
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Sometime prior to 1878, documentary records indicate that Albro replaced the 
wooden warehouse with the current building, which would become known as 
ά!ƭōǊƻΩǎ .ǊƛŎƪ {ǘƻǊŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ άǎǘƻǊŜέ ǊŜŦerred to a storehouse or a 
warehouse rather than a shop. 7 The Brick Store was soon stocked full with a 
wide variety of wares, including cordage, naval stores, cables, chains, anchors, 
and tools for a wide variety of trades.8  
 
Stephen Archibald has suggested that the rear building post-dates 1861, as the 
brick construction, granite cornice, and iron window shutters all match the 
Halifax fire code that was enacted in this year. The district surrounding the 
wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άōǊƛŎƪ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘέ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ 
the fire code-compliant buildings erected along the waterfront.9 
Dendrochronology testing completed in 2012 is consistent with a construction 
date of 1862 or 1863.10 
 
Lƴ !ǇǊƛƭ ƻŦ мутуΣ !ƭōǊƻ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ άŦŀƛƭŜŘ ƛƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎέ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ 
of factors, ŀƴŘ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ .ǊƛŎƪ {ǘƻǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ WƻǎŜǇƘ ²ŜƛǊ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻŎƪ 
was acquired for sale and auction by the firm Shad, Ferguson and Clay.11 The 
official partnership between Albro and Weir had been dissolved four years prior 
ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ²ŜƛǊΩǎ ǇƻƻǊ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ12 
 
In ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΩ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ, HopkinsΩ Atlas of Halifax shows very 
ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ .ǊƛŎƪ {ǘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ wooden hardware 
shop built against Water Street (Figure 3-1). G. P. Mitchell is clearly seen to 
occupy not only the wharf and warehouses to the east, but also the brick 
building to the west, which is now the registered heritage property known as 
Mitchell House. 
 
In the fall of 1878 William Robertson purchased the wooden frame building 
άŦƻǊƳŜǊƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ōȅ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ !ƭōǊƻ ϧ /ƻΦέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦǊƻƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ²ŀǘŜǊ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ 
moving his business from Upper Water Street to this new location on Lower 
Water and opening for business by April of 1879.13 It has been speculated that 
Robertson rented out the southern part of the shop to another business during 
his early years on Water Street.14 
 

                                                      
7 Mugridge 1980:4 and Archibald c.1979:2. 
8 White 1876, cited in Mugridge 1980:5. 
9 Archibald c.1979:2. 
10 Maillet et al. 2012:9. 
11 Archibald c.1979:1 and Mugridge 1980:6. 
12 Mugridge 1980:5.  
13 Mugridge 1980:12. 
14 Archibald c.1979:1. 



Page 5 

 

 

Figure 3-1 ς Detail of HopkinsΩ Atlas from 1878, showing the Robertson Building 
όōƭǳŜύ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭΩǎ ²ƘŀǊŦΦ ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ ǎƘŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǿƻƻŘ 
construction, while pink indicates brick or stone. Image courtesy Library and 
Archives Canada. 

 
The precise date of the bricking-in of the alleyway between the wooden store 
and the brick warehouse is unknown. Kathy Mugridge cleverly speculates that it 
took place in 1880, after Robertson signed an agreement placing his rear or 
eastern property boundary in the middle of the western brick wall of the 
warehouse. In drawing this line, Robertson likely gained over four feet on his 
rear property boundary, extending ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ млΩрέ area ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мрέ ƎŀǇ 
ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ !ƭǎƻ ƛƴ муулΣ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ ƭŜŘƎŜǊǎ ƴƻǘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ŦƻǊ άǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ 
ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴέ Ǉaid to an architect, a builder, a painter and glazier, and a mason.15  
 
¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ άaŀƴǘƭŜΣ ƎǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊōƭŜΦέ 16 In 
addition to the infilling, it is possible that new interior fireplaces were added. 
There is currently no marble in the building, as both remaining fireplace mantles 
on the third floor are rough historic brick. However, marble fireplace mantles 
seem to be an excessive expense for a hardware store office, even if they were 
removed before the mid-twentieth century. Therefore, this speculation is 
presented as very tentative at best. 
 
At the end of 1887, RobeǊǘǎƻƴ ƴƻǘŜǎ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ άн ǎǘƻǊŜȅ 
ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴέ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ 
was to modify the wooden store from a three-and-a-half storey building to a 
four-storey building by flattening the roof.17 The outline of a sloped roof was 
present in the stone southern wall of the building during the late 1970s.18 
 
The first available fire insurance plan for the city of Halifax is dated to 1889 
(Figure 3-2). It shows the Robertson Store and the infill portion as 4 storeys tall 

                                                      
15 aǳƎǊƛŘƎŜ мфулΥмфΦ ²ŜƛǊ ƛǎ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ŀǎ άŀƴ ƛƴǎŀƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ муул ƛƴŘŜƴǘǳǊŜΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ 
was specifically declining mental health that lead to the Albro & Weir partnership dissolving. Weir 
had two guardians at this point in his life, John Smith and William E. Weir. 
16 Mugridge 1980:19. 
17 Mugridge 1980:23. 
18 As observed and photographed by Stephen Archibald. 
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with a flat patent roof (reflecting the possible 1887 renovations). The 
warehouse, meanwhile, is a 3 ½ storey building with a sloped roof of shingle, 
tile, or metal. A saloon closely borders the store on the south side, along with a 
complex of warehouses on the south and east sides of the building.  
 

 

Figure 3-2 ς The Robertson Building in 1889.19 Note the number of floors to each 
structure (blue), and the neighbouring saloon (green). The infill portion also 
features a glass roof at its southern end. North is to the right. 

 
Lƴ мууфΣ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ тκмнǘƘǎ ƻŦ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ .ǊƛŎƪ {ǘƻǊŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƻǇΣ 
while George Mitchell & Sons (Archibald and James Mitchell) purchased the 
remaining 5/12ths. The following year, the second and third floors of the brick 
warehouse were leased to Burrell-Johnston, an iron foundry based in 

                                                      
19 FIPCH 1889: Sheet 6. 
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Yarmouth.20 A sketch plan attached to Burrell-WƻƘƴǎǘƻƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ŀ Ƙƻƛǎǘ ƛƴ 
the middle of the building allowing goods to be lifted to the third floor (Figure 3-
3), along with the 5/12ths partition and two other unidentified and otherwise 
ǳƴǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ ǳƴƳŀǇǇŜŘ άŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘ 
ǎǘŀƛǊǿŀȅ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ŘƻƻǊ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŦƭƻƻǊΦέ 21 A 
ǿƻƻŘŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǾƛŘƛƴƎ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭΩǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŎƪ 
warehouse was put up sometime after 1889, probably by 1905. Although both 
ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀƴ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ōǊƛŎƪ ǇŀǊǘƛǘƛƻƴ άƻƴŜ ōǊƛŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘƛŎƪƴŜǎǎΣέ 
this never seems to have come to fruition. 22 
 

 

Figure 3-3 ς A sketch plan showing the location of the hoist in 1905.23 

 
A circa 1893 plan of sewer outlets in Halifax shows that the space between 
wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ ōǊƛŎƪ ǎǘƻǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ 

                                                      
20 Archibald c.1979:2 and Mugridge 1980:13. 
21 Mugridge 1980:13, 28. 
22 Archibald c.1979:3. 
23 Dalhousie University Archives 1905. 
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ŀƭƭŜȅǿŀȅΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩǎ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ŀǎ ƛƴŦƛƭƭŜŘ 
with one unidentified building and two highlighted privies. The city sewer outlet 
at this time appears to have terminated near the privies, and an extension into 
the harbour was proposed (Figure 3-4). 
 

 
Figure 3-3 ς A plan (top) and detail (bottom) showing a proposed sewer 
ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ όǊŜŘ ŘƻǘǘŜŘ ƭƛƴŜǎύ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ ōǊƛŎƪ ǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜΦ24 
bƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǇǊƛǾƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ ǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜ 
όάƘƻǳǎŜǎΣέ ƭŜŦǘύ ŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ IŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ όάǎǘƻǊŜΣέ ǊƛƎƘǘύΦ bƻǊǘƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
bottom. 

 
Between 1895 and 1899, a window was cut into the stone of the southern wall 
of the store on the ground floor, where the business offices were located. This 
allowed William Robertson and his son William Gordon Robertson a view of the 
neighbouring anchor yard, which had previously been a two-storey saloon.25 

                                                      
24 Halifax Municipal Archives c.1893. 
25 Mugridge 1980:26. 
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wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ IŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƻƴ 
after the two men drew up an agreement in January of 1895.26 
 
Assuming that it was not omitted in the 1889 insurance plan, a hoist was added 
inside the front of the shop sometime between 1889 and 1895, allowing for 
easier access to goods stored on the second through fourth floors above the 
public area of the storefront. The hoist is shown on the 1895 fire insurance plans 
for thŜ ŎƛǘȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜΩǎ ǎƭƻǇŜŘ ǊƻƻŦ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 
truncated to create a 3-storey structure with a patent roof (Figure 3-5). Fire 
damage appears to have erased this hoist from the building today. 
 
On August 15th, 1898, a letter from the Nova Scotia Board of Fire Underwriters 
ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƻƴΩǎ ǎǘƻǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ ƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎΦ27 Oral history 
indicates that this earliest phase of wiring was exposed along the walls, and that 
the lights were stationary fixtures on the ceiling.28 
 
On July 22nd 1899, a building permit application was made to install a brick front 
onto the Robertson Store, as well as to brick in the wooden northern wall of the 
store. The work appears to have been completed that summer and fall. 29 An 
1899 illustration in the Maritime Merchant and Commercial Review shows the 
building much as it appears today, with one very notable exception: a sloped 
roof adds an additional half-storey above the third floor of the brick warehouse 
(Figure 3-6). Fire insurance plans indicate the sloped roof had been removed at 
least four years prior (Figure 3-5) but conversely, dendrochronology suggests 
the slight pitch of the patent roof was created around 1902. 30 
 

                                                      
26 Mugridge 1980:15. 
27 Nova Scotia Board of Fire Underwriters 1898. 
28 Mugridge 1980:35. 
29 Mudgridge 1980:26-27. 
30 Maillet et al. 2012:6. 
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Figure 3-5 ς The Robertson Store in 1895. 31 Notable changes over the previous 
six years include a hoist at the rear of the shop (red), the removal of the sloped 
roof from the warehouse (blue; the building is now 3 floors rather than 3 ½), the 
demolition of the saloon (yellow), and the addition of GΦ tΦ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭ ϧ {ƻƴǎΩ ƛǊƻƴ-
clad molasses warehouse (green). 

 
 

                                                      
31 FIPCH 1895: Sheet 6. 
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Figure 3-6 ς !ƴ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ !ǳƎǳǎǘ ƻŦ муфф ǎƘƻǿǎ ά²ƳΦ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜƳƻŘŜƭŜŘΦέ32 

 
Because this 1899 illustration is a conceptual drawing, it seems most likely that 
the roof had been flattened already, as shown in the fire insurance plans, but 
was not shedding water efficiently. Perhaps there were intentions in 1899 to 
reinstate the sloped roof, but instead a slight pitch was added around 1902 
using the beams still found along the ceiling of the third floor. 
 
The article associated with this 1899 illustration provides insight into the 
ōǳƛƭŘŜǊΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΥ  
 

While the work is in progress, the firm is still doing business at the old 
stand, for instead of moving into temporary quarters until a new 
building could be erected on the site of the old, they preferred to 
remain in the old building and have the new one practically built up 
about it. The way in which the work is done, is very simple. While the 
floors which it supports are propped up securely, one wall is torn down 
and a brick one put in its place. When this work is satisfactorily finished 
another wall is tackled in the same way until all the walls that used to 
be wood are brick. The floors and all the joists supporting them will be 
the same in the new building that served the purpose in the old. 33 

 
There are at least three different illustrations of the building from letterheads 
and receipts dated between 1891 and 1906, with an additional 1973 receipt 
with what appears to be a period illustration as well (Figure 3-7).  All of these 
images have at least one major flaw, including triangular pediments over the 
brick warehouse loading doors, incorrectly placed or missing chimneys, and 
most notably, all show the building at a consistent four storeys in height from 

                                                      
32 Unknown 1899:20. 
33 Unknown 1899:20. 
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front to back. One even appears to show the entire building in stone blocks. 
None show a sloped roof over the brick warehouse.  
 

 
         c.1903             c.1906 

  
      c.1891    c.1973 (Historical re-use?) 

Figure 3-7 ς Four historic images of the Robertson Building, all appearing to be 
at least slightly inaccurate.34 The top right and top left are likely two different 
print runs of the same illustration. 

 
November of 1904 saw Robertson signing a lease for the second and third floor 
rear portions of the brick warehouse, which was then owned by the Mitchells. 
By 1895, the Mitchells had constructed their own two-storey iron-clad 
warehouse for storing molasses immediately adjacent to the eastern wall of the 
ŦƻǊƳŜǊ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ .ǊƛŎƪ {ǘƻǊŜ (refer back to Figure 3-5). 35 The Mitchell portion of 
!ƭōǊƻΩǎ .ǊƛŎƪ {ǘƻǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǊŜ ƳƻƭŀǎǎŜǎ ōȅ мфмп όCƛƎǳǊŜ о-8). 
 
 

                                                      
34 Dalhousie University Archives 1891, 1892, c.1903, 1906, 1973. 
35 Mugridge 1980:15. 
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Figure 3-8 ς The Robertson Building in 1914, showing the Mitchel portion of the 
ǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƻǘǘŜŘ ƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ άah[!SSES 
²I{9έ όōƭǳŜύΦ 36 

By January 1917, William Robertson had acquired the entire Brick Store from 
George P. Mitchell. Mitchell continued to rent the ground floor of his old 
5/12ths space for an additional two years. 37 
 
William Robertson died on April 30th 1919, after which the Robertson Building 
came into the hands of his son and business partner William Gordon 

                                                      
36 FIPCH 1914: Sheet 6. 
37 Mugridge 1980:15. 
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Robertson.38 ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΦ 
 
During the depression of tƘŜ мфолΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ ǎǘƻǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ 
overstocked with copper and galvanized nails. In an effort to be thrifty, the extra 
nails were used to re-ǎƘƛƴƎƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊŜΩǎ ǊƻƻŦΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǇǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ȊƛƴŎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƛƭǎ 
soon electrolyzed the building, and the following day the doors to the building 
could not be opened. The galvanized nails were eventually removed and the 
building was re-shingled again.39 
 
A historic photograph shows that a distinct bracketed wooden cornice was in 
place at the top of the shop portion of the building on Water Street by 1934 
(Figure 3-9). Sometime after this it was replaced with several extra courses of 
brick, presumably after the two damaging fires of the 1940s. 40 
 

 

Figure 3-9 ς The Robertson Building in 1935.41 Note that the three southern 
windows all appear to be taken up by offices rather than display space (blue). 
Note also a secondary chimney on the north wall (red). 

wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ ƘŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ ǎǘƻǊŜ ǎŀǿ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
organization until during and after the Second World War, when two damaging 
fires in the building saw the need to renovate the building itself as well as 
making changes to the company.42 The first major fire took place on the night of 
April 30th, 1943, affecting the front portion of the building facing Lower Water 
                                                      
38 Mugridge 1980:16. 
39 Black Books c.1982. 
40 Archibald c.1979:3 and Mugridge 1980:29. 
41 Maritime Museum of the Atlantic c.1934 
42 Mugridge 1980:2. 
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Street (Figure 3-10). The damage appears to have been chiefly to the retail and 
office space, suggesting that the fire was mostly limited to the ground and 
second floors.  
 

 

Figure 3-10 ς The 1943 fire roars through the ship chandlery and hardware 
store.43 Note the presence of fire shutters on the north wall, where fire erupts 
from the ground and second floor windows but not the third or fourth floor. The 
front façade is affected on all floors. The secondary chimney in the north wall is 
still present at this time (red). 

 
The infill and warehouse portions do not appear to have been significantly 
affected by the fire. Repairs to the brickwork on the west wall (the façade facing 
the street) were made in the fall of the ǎŀƳŜ ȅŜŀǊΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ άƴŜǿ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƻǊ 
ǎƘŀŦǘέ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘΣ44 suggesting that this marked the addition of the freight 
elevator that once stood inside the northwest corner of the brick warehouse. It 
was not present during the 1943 fire (Figure 3-10), but is included in the 1951 
fire insurance plans for the city (Figure 3-11). Before the freight elevator was 
added, pulleys had been used to haul goods between floors.45 
 

                                                      
43 Nova Scotia Archives 1943. 
44 Mugdrige 1980:29. 
45 Unknown n.d. and Robertson 1980:3. 
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Figure 3-11 ς The Robertson Building in 1951, showing the new freight elevator 
(blue).46 Note that no hoist is indicated at the rear of the store as in previous 
plans. 

A second fire occurred on June 5th, 1945, thought to have been caused by 
overheated steam pipes just like the 1943 fire. Robertson had been heating the 
store using steam channeƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ! ϧ a {ƳƛǘƘΩǎΦ47 Neither fire 
resulted in significant modifications to the exterior of the building. 
 

                                                      
46 FIPCH 1951. hǇǘŀΩǎ CLtǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ literary works in which copyright subsists under section 3 of the Copyright 

ActΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ƘŜ ¦ƴŘŜǊǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ {ǳǊǾŜȅ .ǳǊŜŀǳΣ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƻǿƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǇȅǊƛƎƘǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎΦ 
13(3) of the Copyright ActΦ ¢ƘŜ ¦ƴŘŜǊǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ {ǳǊǾŜȅ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ǊŜgistered the copyright in these FIPs at the Canadian Intellectual 
Property Office.  {ƛƴŎŜ hǇǘŀ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴŘŜǊǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ {ǳǊǾŜȅ .ǳǊŜŀǳΣ ƛǘ ƻǿƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǇȅǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ CLtǎΦ 
Under the Copyright Act, Opta therefore enjoys the sole right to produce, reproduce, sell, offer for sale or distribute its FIPs. 

 
47 Mugridge 1980:29. 
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Following the first fire, the interior of the building came to resemble the 
museum reconstruction that we see today. Display methods including shelves 
and counters were modified, but only insofar as the addition of better materials. 
A relocation of much of the office space from the ground floor to the second 
floor resulted in increased retail space. The walls and ceiling were finished with 
Douglas fir, and as of 1980 the beams of the shop had never been exposed 
within living memory. The hatchways above the shop floor do not appear to 
have been exposed during this period; Mugridge speculates that they date to 
9ŘǿŀǊŘ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΦ {ŜǾŜǊe damage to the upper floors of the front 
portion was also repaired.48 !ƴ ƛǊƻƴ ƎŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŦƛǘǘŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇΩǎ ŦǊƻƴǘ ŘƻƻǊǎ 
during closing hours.49 
 
Prior to the 1940s fires in the store, the ground floor of the Robertson Store 
portion of the building had included three offices as well as the adjacent shop 
space. The main office was occupied by William Robertson (prior to his death in 
1919) and by his son William Gordon Robertson. This office was found along the 
southern wall of the building, encompassing the two ground-floor fireplaces and 
(after 1895) the window opening onto an adjacent anchor yard. Walls and 
ceiling were covered in dark-stained fir, and the eastern wall included wooden 
ŎǳǇōƻŀǊŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴΩǎ 
shipboard quarters.50 
 
In the southwest corneǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 
accountant, Col. Henry J. Stech, as early as 1912 and probably earlier. His office 
occupied the two windows south of the brick pillar in the front façade. A 
ōƻƻƪƪŜŜǇŜǊ ό{ǘŜŎƘΩǎ assistant Freddie Saltman) and one or two stenographers 
also occupied this space. By the early twentieth century this office was heated 
by a small stove just inside the door, 51 suggesting that a stovepipe fed over to 
one of the two south wall chimneys. 
 
A third office, taking up the third window from the south-west corner of the 
building, was occupied by Mr. Weir and Mr. Crowell, who completed costing, 
pricing, and invoicing. Their glass office was located outside the main office and 
was much less private. 52 One wall was formed by the outer glass of the west 
ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŀƭƭ ōȅ /ƻƭΦ {ǘŜŎƘΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘǿƻ 
were wood and glass partitions dividing the office from the retail shop. 53 
 
At the rear of the store portion of the building, kerosene oil, raw oil, boiled oil, 
and turpentine could be accessed by means of pumps from barrels stored in the 
basement. The north wall in this area included a small shipping office, which 
was heated with a very small stove and had a window overlooking άǘƘŜ ŀƭƭŜȅΣέ 
presumably meaning the alley between the Robertson Building and another 

                                                      
48 Mugridge 1980:32-33, 35. 
49 Mugridge 1980:51. 
50 Mugridge 1980:37, Robertson 1980:2. 
51 Mugridge 1980:37-38. 
52 Robertson 1980:3 and Kline c.1980. 
53 Mugridge 1980:38. 
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building to the north. This shipping office had easy access to the freight door, 
which was the main opening at the northern end of the infilled alleyway. The 
door did not fold as modern garage doors do, but instead could be pushed 
straight up to the second floor. An iron rack for the storage of iron, steel, and 
brass was also found here, as was a large scale. 54 
 
The second floor of the front shop included the hardware room where nails, 
boat nails, screws, and similar materials were stored.55 Also found on this floor 
(prior to the relocation of the ground floor offices after the 1943 fire) was a 
packing room and a cutlery room, as well as storage of cotton oil clothes. The oil 
clothes had to be checked regularly in hot weather by the workers for fear of 
spontaneous combustion.56 The packing room was heated with a stove attached 
to one of the fireplaces at the south wall of the building.57 
 
At one point the fourth floor provided storage for large quantities of canned 
lobsters, and was also regularly used for storing fishing nets, a relatively light 
material suitable for storage on an upper floor. Skylights in the ceiling of this 
floor allowed the workers easy access to the roof in order to take scenic 
photographs. 58 
 
The ground floor of the rear brick warehouse was used for the storage of the 
heaviest goods, except for chain, which was stored on the ground floor in the 
infill building or former alleyway. Canvas and rope were also on the warehouse 
ground floor, towards the back (either the east or the south) of the building. 
Axes and similar implements were kept on the second floor.59 
 
By the 1970s, the store was deteriorating. The ground floor could be seen 
through holes in the floor of the second storey, and small pieces of tin or other 
metal were being used to fill the larger holes. Wharf rats had begun to run 
rampant in the building, and no cleaners were being hired to keep the shop 
looking its best.60 William Robertson and Son Limited officially went out of 
business in 1976, and in the same year the property was purchased by the 
Halifax Waterfront Development Corporation and the Provincial Government of 
Nova Scotia as a prospective site for the new Maritime Museum of the 
Atlantic.61 
 
Most of the late 1970s and early 1980s renovations are obvious in the building 
as it appears today. What could not be observed was that a new foundation was 
necessary to support the new brick façade over the south wall. The façade was 
necessary due to the historical ironstone of the original wall, which leaked water 

                                                      
54 Mugridge 1980:39 and Robertson 1980:2. 
55 Mugridge 1980:34. 
56 Mugridge 1980:39-41. 
57 Kline c.1980. 
58 Mugridge 1980:39-40. 
59 Mugridge 1980:40. 
60 Black Books c.1982. 
61 Unknown n.d. 
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and could not be sealed efficiently. Excavations for the foundation went down 
very deep, eventually coming to old wharf timbers from sometime prior to the 
infilling of this area of the Halifax shoreline.62 

  

                                                      
62 Jannasch, Archibald and Richard 1993:14. 
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4. Building Survey 
 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Basement 
 
The basement of the Robertson Building is a partial basement, found only below 
ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻǊ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ {ǘƻǊŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōŀǎŜƳŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
rear portion is unsurprising, as much of it has been built on top of fill beyond the 
original shoreline. The existing basement is in fact subject to extremely high 
tides, particularly in the spring, when water seeps up through the mud floor 
(Plate 1).63 High water marks are visible on the stone walls, up to approximately 
a foot and a half (45cm) from the rough floor (Plate 2). A mid-twentieth century 
oil spill appears to have made these marks even stronger. 
 
The walls of this level and therefore the foundation of the building are rough 
slabs of ironstone in random or rubble coursing. Ironstone is a form of slate that 
was commonly used in Halifax construction until health concerns became 
known in relation to its high arsenic content. The stone is mortared but bears no 
distinct sign of its age in any stylistic elements. Salt and mineral deposits are 
present, resulting from almost two centuries of tides and dampness. 
 
Brick has also been used to form quoins or cornerstones wherever the stone 
comes to a 90° angle (Plate 3), a common practice in many historic Halifax 
basements to make a neater edge. The brick is relatively fine-grained but is of 
mixed firing quality, with some bricks crumbling and degrading. Dating of brick is 
ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƛƴ bƻǾŀ {Ŏƻǘƛŀ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƳŀƪŜǊΩǎ ƳŀǊƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 
suggests they are nineteenth century bricks. 
 
 

                                                      
63 Dan Conlin, personal communication May 2011. 
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Plate 1 ς Tidewater seeping into the basement, approximately 20 minutes before 
a moderate high tide. 

 

 

Plate 2 ς Marks on the walls (left) and on a granite slab (right) from decades of 
high tides. 
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Plate 3 ς Mineral and salt build-up over two of the brick quoins that form almost 
all of the corners in the basement. East wall, north-east corner. 

 
The basement is divided into two main areas by a stone partition that runs 
north-south down the middle of the level (#1, Figure 4-1). The partition 
corresponds with the central running beam on each of the upper floors, 
ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ transfer down onto the ironstone below. Three 
openings in this central wall allow access to the front or west half of the 
basement. It appears that at one point it may have been possible to close these 
three openings, as three wrought iron pins meant for hinges are still present in 
the walls on the north side of the middle opening. 
 
Twentieth century concrete has been added as shoring to form beams and 
pillars, as well as the low ceiling in the northeast corner, where the new 
concrete supports the modern fire stairs that run from the ground floor to the 
fourth floor (#2, Figure 4-1).  
 
In the southeast corner, two pillars rise up from a horizontal concrete beam 
(Plate 4), supporting the weight of the concrete vault on the second floor (#3, 
Figure 4-1). Although these is no obvious difference in the concretes, it is likely 
that the vault supports were poured sometime between 1943 and 1976, after 
ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŦƛǊŜ ōǳǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ IŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ ǿŜƴǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ Lƴ 
contrast, the stair supports almost certainly date to the late 1970s during the 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΣ ŀǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜ-museum 
staircase was much smaller and would not have needed extra support. 
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Figure 4-1 ς An annotated copy of the basement floor plan. North is to the top. 

 
The eastern or rear wall of the basement features three different recesses or 
alcoves. The purpose of the northern-most recess (refer back to Plate 3) is still 
unclear; perhaps it was some type of drop-chute accessed from the room above, 
but any evidence of how the top of the recess once looked has been erased by 
the modern fire stairs above. The recess itself allows access to a ground-level 
opening under the stairs that is not accessible from the rest of the ground floor 
(Plate 5). This area, positioned above the concrete ceiling, has formed a 1970s 
άǘƛƳŜ ŎŀǇǎǳƭŜΣέ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŘŜōǊƛǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀƴ ŜƳǇǘȅ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜ ƻŦ 
ά9ȄǇƻǊǘ !έ ŎƛƎŀǊŜǘǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ 
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Plate 4 ς A concrete beam supports two concrete posts rising up beneath the 
second floor vault. Looking south. 

 

 

Plate 5 ς An open space below the main staircase, accessible only from the 
basement through a niche or recess in the eastern wall. Looking east. 

 
The middle recess of the eastern wall serves a clear purpose: it allows access 
from the infilled alleyway above into the basement by means of a hatch in the 
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floor. The stone walls have been capped with granite as a finishing material, and 
a large wrought iron tie ring has been drilled or driven into the eastern end of 
the recess (#4, Figure 4-1) (Plate 6). The granite would have protected the stone 
walls from damage during loading and unloading material from the basement. It 
is not clear what the iron ring was used for. A very tentative conjecture suggests 
that it could have been part of a rope and pulley system used for moving goods 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǿŜǘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ, such as the 
barrels of oil that were stored here in the early twentieth century. 
 

 

Plate 6 ς The central recess in the eastern wall provides access to a hatch above, 
Looking east. 

 
The southern recess in the eastern wall of the basement provides an even 
greater level of mystery. Partially blocked by a concrete beam, its eastern wall is 
formed not by stone or brick but by modern cinderblock (#5, Figure 4-1) (Plates 
7 and 8). Did this recess open onto a corridor leading towards the waterfront or 
ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ ōǊƛŎƪ ǎǘƻǊŜΚ {ǳŎƘ ŀ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
almost certainly be waterlogged on a regular basis. Was it simply a second hatch 
location like the middle recess? If that had been the case, why bother to block it 
with cinderblock? Unfortunately, it is not likely that the purpose of this recess 
will be known unless the floor of the alleyway is someday taken up and 
conventional archaeology is used to determine the extent of this feature. 
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Plate 7 ς The southern recess in the east wall, looking east. 

 

Plate 8 ς The southern recess in the east wall, showing modern cinderblock at 
the back. 
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Also visible in the eastern half of the basement are floor joists and the remains 
of planking spread across the joists (Plate 9). This would seem to suggest a 
storage surface at one time, perhaps for the barrels of oil that were hooked to 
pumps servicing the ground floor. Class-A gravel has been added to the floor in 
the western half of the basement, making it impossible to determine if a 
finished floor was ever part of that area unless the floor is excavated at a future 
date. Some areas of the mud floor are also obscured by broken brick and mortar 
debris. 
 

 

Plate 9 ς Half-buried joists in the mud and dirt floor of the basement. Note the 
remains of planks over them at the top of the frame, below the concrete beam. 
Looking south. 

 
¢ǿƻ пέȄпέ Ǉƻǎǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ been placed against the central partition near the middle 
of the basement, with a similarly sized sill beneath. The repair adds extra 
support to this portion of the building, though it is not clear why extra support 
for the upper floors would have been needed in this area. 
  
An abandoned granite lintel stands upright in the eastern half of the basement 
(#6, Figure 4-1) (Plate 10). Its rough edges show that it was not ready to be 
incorporated into the building, but no cracks or flaws are present to indicate 
why it was not used. Watermarks from various high tides over the years are 
clearer on the granite than on the surrounding ironstone and brick. 
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Plate 10: A free-standing granite lintel 
abandoned in the basement. Looking 
north. 

 
 
The western half of the basement 
features a brick chimney base 
immediately west of the central partition 
along the south wall (#7, Figure 4-1) 
(Plate 11). There is no such chimney 
base on the east side, only a stepped 
thickening of the stone wall. This would 
seem to suggest that the western 
chimney and fireplaces were more 
heavily used than the eastern ones on 
this wall. The north wall provides no 
indication of a base for the chimney on 
the floors above. 
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Plate 11 ς The brick chimney base below the western chimney on the south wall. 

The western wall features three barred windows that have been blocked with 
concrete on the outside (Plate 12). The placing of the small northern window is 
slightly awkward, as it is placed almost directly below the granite lintel and main 
shop entrance above (#8, Figure 4-1). This suggests that when the window was 
open to the street, the shop entrance was in a different location. 
 

 

Plate 12 ς The southernmost blocked window in the west wall. 

All three windows are significantly below the modern street level. It is likely that 
ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ άǿŜƭƭǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜǿŀƭƪ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ seen 
on several mid-nineteenth century buildings on Hollis Street today. The tops of 
the windows are finished with granite lintels, suggesting they were meant to be 
seen by the public from the outside. It is also likely that the street level is one or 
ǘǿƻ ŦŜŜǘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ construction. 
Many buildings in downtown Halifax share this characteristic, one of the most 
notable being the Masonic Hall on Barrington and Salter Streets, where an 
ordinary window appears to be positioned some three feet below the modern 
street. 
 
The remŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ сέ Ŏŀǎǘ ƛǊƻƴ pipe are still found along the northern wall, 
starting above a small drain at the northwest corner where the end joint has 
rotted away (Plate 13). From there it runs close to the ceiling through a hole 
punched through the central partition of the basement. On the eastern side, the 
pipe ends abruptly, and a section of pipe lies discarded on the floor below. The 
1977 architectural plan notes that this was a storm drain.64 
 

                                                      
64 Hettema 1977. 
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In addition to the concrete mentioned above, modern wooden supporǘǎ όуέȄсέ 
beams) have been added in the northwest corner of the basement (#9, Figure 4-
1) (Plate 14). They are located directly below the historic entrance to the 
hardware store, just inside a granite slab that forms the doorstep. The bottom 
of the granite slab is visible from inside the basement, resting mostly on the 
ironstone foundation. The lack of aging on the modern wood supports indicates 
ǘƘŜȅ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфтлǎ, or 
possibly during more recent repairs. 
 

 

Plate 13 ς The storm drain at the northern wall, looking west. 

 

Plate 14 ς Late twentieth century wooden supports below the main shop 
entrance on the west wall. 
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Other modern additions to the basement include foil (vapour barrier or 
insulation) and lighting on the ceiling, as well as a jumble of modern plumbing in 
the southeast corner. Some repair to the wooden floor joists is clear above the 
plumbing in this area. 
 
 

 

4.2 Ground Floor 

Front Portion όwƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ {ǘƻǊŜύ 
 
¢ƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻǊ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ {ǘƻǊŜ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƛǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ IŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ {ƘƛǇ /ƘŀƴŘƭŜǊȅΣ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜ 
the store in the 1950s (Plate 15). The shop floor features shelves stocked with 
hardware, display windows, and a woodstove in the center of the floor with a 
long stovepipe running along the ceiling to a chimney on the north wall. The 
floor is oiled wood while the ceiling is white-painted wainscoting that disguises 
the beams and joists above. Five steel posts support a central north-south 
running beam, which is also encased in white-painted wainscoting (#1, Figure 4-
2). The posts include welded tops, making it clear that they are twentieth 
century additions, most likely following one of the fires in the mid-twentieth 
century. The posts were carefully painted with an artificial wood grain during 
the late 1970s reconstruction project. 
 
The southern end of the shop consists of a glassed-in office area, also 
reconstructed to its 1950s appearance (#2, Figure 4-2) (Plate 16). The office 
features the original safe, and a metal Robertson & Sons Hardware sign in the 
front window (#3, Figure 4-2). The metal sign appears relatively solid and 
opaque when viewed from the outside, but from the inside is almost completely 
transparent. Around the time of the Second World War, many women would 
use the large glass office window in front of the sign as a mirror, checking that 
the rear lines of their stockings were straight. Unbeknownst to the ladies, they 
weǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ άǎƘƻǿέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǳǇ 
over the top of the sign to cheekily greet the surprised women.65 
 

                                                      
65 Dan Conlin, personal communication January 2013. 
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Plate 15  ς Part of the Robertson Store reconstruction, looking east. 
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Figure 4-2 ς An annotated copy of the ground floor plan, front portion. North is 
to the top. 
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Plate 16 ς The office end of the Robertson Store reconstruction, looking south. 

 
Photographs on file in the museum library show that during the ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ 
conversion to a museum, two blocked hatches were exposed in the ceiling over 
the shop floor (#4, Figure 4-2). It is not clear at what point during the nineteenth 
century these hatches were closed off, but while in use the hatches would have 
provided access for goods from the storage on the upper floors down to the 
waiting customer on the ground floor. 
 
During renovations in 2010, the presence of a third hatch was noted between 
the second and third floors closer to the southern wall (see Section 4.4 below). 
In her report Kathy Mugridge also notes a third hatch near the southern wall, 
over what is now the office space (#4, outline only, Figure 4-2). This hatch may 
have serviced a secondary shop that Stephen Archibald postulates occupied the 
southern third of the ground floor ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΩǎ 
occupation.66 Presumably this hatch was subsequently blocked when Robertson 
began using this section of the building as office space. 
 
! ǿƻǊƴ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǇǊƻǾides physical 
evidence of changes during museum renovation in the late 1970s (#5, Figure 4-
2) (Plate 17). To allow access from inside the museum out into the store, part of 
the counter was cut off and moved to the north end of the building, where it 
was rotated 90°.  
 

                                                      
66 Archibald c.1979:4 
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Behind the shop front, the ground floor is partitioned into a series of smaller 
rooms. Against the north wall, a modern staircase has been installed above 
concrete reinforcements in the basement (#6, Figure 4-2). Towards the middle 
of the building is an open area used for visible storage and a few historic tool 
displays. This area is also the way that the public now enters the storefront. An 
approximate replica of the main Water Street entrance to the store has been 
built on the west or rear wall of this section of the building (#7, Figure 4-2), 
allowing public access from the infill section near the main entrance to the 
Maritime Museum of the Atlantic. Charred timbers were visible in the ceiling of 
this room during the 2010 renovations.67  
 

 

Plate 17 ς ²ƻǊƴ ŦƭƻƻǊōƻŀǊŘǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊΦ 

 
A long narrow room running between the staircase and the shop front is 
accessed through a slim door from this area (#8, Figure 4-2). Currently, the 

                                                      
67 Conlin 2012:2. 
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closet-like room serves no purpose, but consultation with pre-renovation plans 
from 1977 show that this room was part of a corridor and staircase that allowed 
access to what was probably the packing room in the heyday of travelling 
salesmen for Robertson & Son. 
 

 

Plate 18 ς Charred timbers above the visible storage area behind the Robertson 
Store reconstruction. Image courtesy Dan Conlin, Maritime Museum of the 
Atlantic. 

 
Against the south wall are three smaller rooms with no public access: an 
electrical and service room, a staff washroom, and an open area between the 
two rooms. The southern wall of the building is of rubble ironstone like the 
basement, but it is exposed on the ground floor in only one location, the 
electrical room. Some twentieth century brick repair is visible in this wall (Plate 
19), as well as a sandstone thimble overhead that likely serviced a second 
woodstove for the rear packing area until the early to mid-twentieth century 
(#9, Figure 4-2) (Plate 20). The second fireplace is presumably blocked and 
disguised behind drywall installed below the sandstone thimble. It is not clear 
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which stove ran to this thimble and at what time; perhaps it was connected to a 
stove in the unnamed room that included oil pumps and a scale for the adjacent 
packing room. 
 

 

Figure 4-3 ς Detail of a 1977 architectural plan, showing the remnant corridor 
(blue) as part of the larger packing area (green).68 

 
Two concrete pillars are found in this area, one in the service and electrical 
room and the other just outside it disguised by drywall (#10, Figure 4-2). Both 
are positioned directly over pillars in the basement and below the northeast and 
northwest corners of the concrete vault on the second floor, allowing the 
weight to be borne from the second floor straight down into the basement 
footings. 

                                                      
68 Hettema 1977, Sheet 1 of 4. 
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Plate 19 ς The south wall of the electrical room, showing twentieth century brick 
repair partially behind a drywall sheet. 

 
A blocked window is also disguised somewhere along the southern wall, though 
it was clearly exposed during 1970s renovations of the building (Plates 21 and 
22). This window was opened sometime after 1895, when the saloon abutting 
the southern wall was demolished. The window allowed office occupants to 
ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƧŀŎŜƴǘ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ ȅŀǊŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ муфлΩǎΦ 
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Plate 20 ς A blocked sandstone thimble above the drywall sheet in the electrical 
room. 

 

Plate 21 ς ! ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
Maritime Museum, showing a blocked window in the southern wall of the store 
(blue). Image courtesy Stephen Archibald. 

 



Page 40 

 

 

Plate 22 ς A second photograph taken during renovations, showing the blocked 
window (blue) from the southeast. Image courtesy Stephen Archibald. 

 

Infilled Portion (Alleyway) 
 
On the ground floor, the formerly external west face of the brick warehouse is 
very obvious, with two windows and a door facing the alley (#1, Figure 4-4) 
(Plate 23). The hinge pins for iron shutters are still present on all three openings 
in this wall (#2, Figure 4-4). Such security and fire safety measures would have 
been in place on all accessible external windows on a warehouse building like 
this one. 
 
No part of the pre-infill façade from the rear or east wall of the Robertson Store 
remains. Instead, the length of this wall incorporates an enlarged historic photo 
framed by modern brick, the replicated front entryway to the hardware store, 
and a replica sign for Wm. Robertson & Son (Plate 24). The tiled floor of the 
alleyway slopes downward to the north, and therefore a ramp allows access to 
the hardware store entrance. The hatch to the basement level is disguised 
beneath a wooden platform used for a slocum and display of barrels and boxes 
marked with the Robertson name (#3, Figure 4-4) (Plate 25). 
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Plate 23 ς The east wall of the infill portion was once the external side of the 
ǿŜǎǘ ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ !ƭōǊƻΩǎ .ǊƛŎƪ {ǘƻǊŜΦ 

 

 

Plate 24 ς The infill portion of the ground floor, looking north. 
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Figure 4-4 ς An annotated copy of the ground floor plan, infill portion. North is to 
the top. 

 
At its north end, the alleyway features two modern sets of glass doors, leading 
outside to a partially enclosed space bordered by two granite posts (#4, Figure 
4-4). Both posts are chamfered, and were likely placed to prevent damage to 
the brick walls when heavy loads of cargo were brought in or out of the historic 
loading door at this location. Overhead, a large wooden lintel can be seen from 
the inside. Some Roman numerals were visible, but it is not clear if this timber is 
contemporary with the 1880s infilling or if it is a much later addition (Plate 26). 
Roman numerals were more typically used to help carpenters assemble pre-


