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The ashbridge Estates 

out buildings were built on the site over the 200 years. 
Today, the estate sites in the middle of an urban 
landscape.  

The home that occupies 1444 Queen Street East, 
at the corner of Woodfield Road and Greenwood 
Avenue, wasn’t the first to be built on the land. This 
structure wasn’t built until 1854 and is referred to as 
the Jesse Ashbridge House. The house was designed 
and built by local politician and architect Joseph 
Sheard, future mayor of the City of Toronto, in a simple 
Regency design with Neo-classical elements.  

In 1972, the Estate was donated by sisters Dorothy 
Bullen and Elizabeth Burton to the provincial 
government through the Ontario Heritage Trust.  In 
1997, the Ontario Heritage Trust took over full control 
of the property.  The two acres of land that make 
up the estate tell the story of the family, and help 
document a period of rapid change in the history of 
Toronto.

Some Background on ashbridge 
Estates
The Ashbridge Estate is a notable and historical home 
that is tied to the early history of the City of Toronto.   
The site has long history including a native presence 
over thousands of years with ash pits and notable 
native artifacts.

The landscape of the Ashbridge Estate property has 
drastically changed over the years. The Ashbridge 
family, composed of a widowed mother Sarah, 
her children and their families, immigrated from 
Pennsylvania to Toronto in 1793 before the American 
Revolutionary War and were granted 600 acres that 
stretched from the waterfront to Danforth Avenue.  

When the family moved to Toronto in 1794, the 
property was covered in forest.  Originally, the families 
cleared three plots of lands and built their home only 
60 meters from Lake Ontario.  Several homes and 

Fig. 1: Jesse ashbrigde Home, prior to 1899 addition

**Reference infromation included at the end of the document
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While the architecture of the Jesse Ashbridge 
Home is a distinguishing factor of the property, the 
structure and landscape are both well known and 
iconic features in the Leslieville community and the 
City of Toronto.  The Ashbridge family was known 
to keep large and beautiful flower and vegetable 
gardens.  From the beginning, agriculture has been 
tied to the estate site. The sunken lawn and weeping 
willow identify the former location of the creek that ran 
through the site when the family first built on the lands.  
The community felt the lost of the beloved large willow 
tree planted in 1919 that stood in the centre of the site 
after it fell due to high winds in 2016.  

Since it’s donation, while in the care of the Ontario 
Heritage Trust, the site has become the home for a 
collection of association and foundations.  In 2004, 
Canada Blooms became the primary tenant of the 
home.  Years later, and continuing to today, the Estate 
became the home for the Ontario Archaeological 
Society, FUSION - The Ontario Clay & Glass 
Association and the Ontario Society for Artists.  

Events on Site
In the summer months, the site hosts the Leslieville 
flea market on various Sunday’s in June, July, 
September and October and is open to the public. 
In addition to the market, the site has been used for 
University of Toronto’s archaeology program and 
field schools, Doors Open Toronto, the Applelicious 
Festival and various other community events.   

Fig. 2: Jesse Ashbrigde Home, circa 1990’s

Fig. 3: Leslieville Flea Market, 2016 Fig. 4: Leslieville Flea Market, 2016
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Fig. 5: Volunteers planting vegetables in 
the community garden behind the Jesse 
ashbridge Home

Fig. 6: Winter maintenance for the 
behind the Jesse ashbridge Home

Fig. 7: Moss Park market by Building 
Roots

Building Roots
“Building Roots believes all neighbourhoods need places to grow, cook, share and buy healthy food. We’re a 
social venture, working collaboratively to create urban agriculture, kitchens, markets, retail and food hubs,” Darcy 
Higgins of Building Roots.

Building Roots bring years of dedication to local food systems and opportunities for agriculture within the City 
of Toronto. Over these years they have built a strong set of partnerships and collaborations with a number of 
organizations that are now paying dividends in creating opportunities at the Ashbridge Estate. Beginning with 
the partnership with Ontario Heritage Trust (OHT), a provincal agency that acts as an advocate and advisor for 
heritage information and education in Ontario, Building Roots was asked to help animate this site and open up 
what has otherwise been a secret garden within the city. 

Building Roots has brought a terrific list of supporters to this project. In 2016, a collaboration with the Arab 
Community Centre of Toronto and Black Farmers Collective Toronto helped create an opportunity for Syrian 
refugees to produce a community garden. Over two years this energy has now developed into the Ashbridge 
Food and Learning Hub. Building Roots is moving forward in 2018 with their main growing partners the Black 
Farmers and Growers Collective, ByNature, and Ojibiikaan Indigenous Cultural Network.

Building Roots have demonstrated these values in several projects around the city such as the food market at 
Moss Park which has confronted the issue of food deserts by creating a space for affordable and healthy food in 
a neighbourhood that is otherwise becoming unaffordable. Building Roots sees similarly important potential at the  
Ashbridge Estate “[Ashbridge Estate] has a great potential to balance uses that include residents in innovative 
programming that is community-led and in partnership with local groups and schools. Projects and programming 
on site would restore natural and cultural heritage that replicates historical uses of the site, which would have 
included agriculture, fruit orchards and vegetable gardens, as well as pre-European settlement food and 
medicine growing. Our proposal will make use of nearly all possible site uses suggested by the OHT, including 
arts and culture, educational, heritage and festivals, through a theme of good food, which is the best ingredient in 
bringing people together”  (Building Roots).
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Vision
The Ashbridge Estate is beautiful and historic property 
that is valued by the Leslieville community and seen 
a secret garden in the busy urban city.  This space 
is underused and has the potential to become highly 
beneficial and vibrant community hub.  Building Roots 
and OHT are looking for an opportunity to engage 
the Leslieville community, while maintaining a respect 
for the history of the estate and arecommitted to 
animating the site by making use of more welcoming 
public spaces, urban agriculture and other food 
related exercises, and the exploration of heritage 
through learning arts and culture. 

The secret is out; this space has the potential to 
become a well used destination is the community that 
will foster community engagement, act as a resources 
centre for learning and culture, and participate in 
education of food security. 

Goals
This vision is being pursued with input from and 
with the help from various stakeholders, including 
Building Roots, Arab Community Centre of Toronto, 
the International Development student group 
from Ryerson University, and other stakeholders, 
the following goals have been developed for the 
Ashbridge Estate and are outlined within this 
document.  Goals for the Ashbridge Estate include:

 Goal 1. Urban agriculture

Urban agriculture has become a vital activity 
to promote inclusive education and community 
engagement programs. The Ashbridge Estate, with its 
large open space and undeveloped soil profile, is an 
ideal venue for a range of urban agriculture programs.

 Goal 2. Learning + Resources

By providing resources and opportunities, the 
Ashbridge Estate site can be a site for community 
programs in education, arts, culture, and engagement 
in food.  These elements will not only attract people 
to use the space, but will also build a more educated 
community and even provide revenue opportunities. 

 Goal 3. Public Spaces

The fencing and private aesthetic of the grounds may 
create a sense of inaccessibility. By creating signs of 
access and a more welcoming public face, we expect 
people will be more motivated to use the space. 
Through the use of public realm items like gates, 
paths, signage and seating, the Ashbridge Estate will 
more animated space that welcomes users. 

 Goal 4. arts + Culture

By providing various elements, such as the sculptural 
art pieces, art walls and providing community and 
commercial event space, the Ashbridge Estate site 
can become a cultural hub in the community that 
educate and bring the neighbourhood together. 

Fig. 8:  Open space at ashbrige Estate
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Proposal for Site
Ashbridge Estate is a terrific resource in the middle of the City of Toronto. It is not surprising that there would be 
many competing demands on the property. It is this potential as a resource that we feel the site is most relevant 
to people in the community. By harnessing this potential, we feel that there is the greatest opportunity to make 
Ashbridge a part of the life of community members and promote the greatest use of the site. 

This document identifies a variety of ideas for considering the future of Ashbridge Estate. These ideas have been 
proposed to suit a variety of stakeholders and users but further refinement of the ideas is required. No precedent 
image is completely applicable to a new site. These images should help generate further ideas or be revised to 
suit the conditions of Ashbridge Estate and the surrounding community. This report and the images within can 
be used to support community engagement and other non-commercial activities with the community to identify 
needs, resources, and potential stakeholders.

We propose that Ashbridge Estate could play a unique role in the community. The City of Toronto has a very 
strong parks system with a good foundation for people to spend time with friends and explore nature. As a city 
resource, however, there are some limitations on the use of these sites. Open space can be about more than 
nature and sociability with friends and family. Open space can also provide an opportunity to explore social 
development ideas and a resource for people who find themselves with limited opportunities. We propose that 
Ashbridge complement the municipal parks system by providing the resources and space for experimentation 
that might otherwise be missing. For these reasons, many of the ideas in this report identify capacity building in 
the community as a theme that extends across the individual goals for the site. 

Urban agriculture is an important sector in regards to experimentation and the idea of open space as a resource. 
There is a consistent demand for more sustainable and local agricultural practices and food services, yet the 
required resources like kitchen equipment and vacant urban land are expensive or rare. Consequently, in many 
cases the relationship between more sustainable food practices and affordability has become a problem. We 
think that by providing opportunities for planting, learning about agriculture, food preparation, food related events, 
the development of small food businesses, Ashbridge Estate can provide an accessible resource, thereby making 
it central to the collective lives of those in the community.
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Fig. 9: Functional zones of ashbridge Estate
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Cultural Heritage

Cultural heritage is the heart of the landscape. 
There are great opportunities to develop community 
resources on the property while maintaining markers 
of the past. 

Front lawn: The garden at the front of the Ashbridge 
Estate main house records an important historical 
view that should be preserved. This garden presents 
an opportunity to gather information about how 
garden’s were maintained in the past and transmit that 
information to community members today. 

An important question is whether this garden should 
be maintained as an ornamental garden, or in a  style 
that reflects the original residents of the household. 
Making use of this site as an historical garden could 
also be used to reflect other historical patterns such 

as gardens from the local native population, or kitchen 
gardens with a stronger orientation towards food. 

Fallen Willow: A large willow was removed in 2016 
at the rear of the property. This has presented a large 
stump that remains. It is tempting to use this stump for 
a sculptural element, however, care should be taken. 
The wood of a willow is weak and any structure that 
may be climbed should be designed in light of the 
quick decay that can be expected. 

The fallen willow presents an opportunty to connect 
with an artist in order to create a unique piece for the 
site that is at the same time connected to an iconic 
part of the history of the site.

Fig. 10: Existing view of The Ashbridge Estate front garden
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Urban agriculture has rapidly become a popular tool 
for community development. It plays a multipurpose 
role: promoting food security, encouraging economic 
development, and providing a purpose for unused or 
under used land. Urban agriculture is an active way 
to connect and engage communities while providing 
education on food production. With it’s wide open 
sunny spaces, legacy soils that have been protected 
from modern development, and central location, the 
Ashbridge Estate can serve as an ideal location for 
educational workshops, community ground and urban 
agriculture as a whole. 

Idea 1 - Urban agriculture Plots
There are a number of garden formats to consider. 
These forms can be fun to experiment with for greater 
access, or to suit particular crops. 

1a. In-Ground Plots
In-ground beds, growing directly in the ground, are 
the simplest and quickest method of gardening. A 
relatively flat, well-drained area can be prepared 
with minimal start-up costs. Soil tests for fertility and 
the presence of heavy metals should be conducted 
for peace of mind. In-ground beds also don’t dry out 
as quickly as raised beds and require less water to 
maintain. 

Walkways within in-ground beds are an important 
consideration: the width of pathways, the materials. 
Additionally, creating an edge around the beds to 
contain and define the plot may help create a more 
aesthetic an ordered space where that is a concern.

Goal 1. Urban argriculture

Fig. 11: Example of brick pavers used as an informal pathway 
through garden plot

Fig. 12: In-ground vegetable garden 

B D G
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 1B. Raised Beds
Raised beds provide a manageable, productive, and 
attractive method of growing edible plants. They do 
require an initial investment in terms of the materials, 
soil, and construction time and effort that is not 
insignificant. However they can be made out of a 
variety of materials, including cedar boards or steel, 
and constructed in various shapes and sizes, square, 
rectangular, or circular, adding a focus to the garden. 
A custom soil mix selected specifically for growing 
certain plants is commonly used, improving the 
quality and yield of plants. Raised beds also require 
less maintenance then in-ground beds, there are 
fewer weeds than in in-ground beds and compaction 
is almost non-existent. This reduces the burden 
seasonal cultivation is minimal.

This method is terrific for both the young and old. 
Raised beds can easily be accessed from all sides 
even for those with limited mobility. A precedent 
for this application is The Evergreen Brickworks in 
Toronto and Lafayette Greens in Detroit (pictured). 

Fig. 13: Lafayette Greens planters in  Detroit, USa

Fig. 15: Raised wooden garden bed

F G

Fig. 14: Sculptures in raised beds in Lafayette Greens in 
Detroit, USa
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Fig. 17: Bagged vegetable and flower garden 

 1C. Terraced Beds
Terraced beds are a great solution for areas of steeper 
slopes, such as the area surrounding the large lawn. 
The function and method of growing and maintenance 
is similar to a raised bed, although the design differs 
as it is made of series of stepped raised beds along a 
sloped surface. By reshaping the beds in this way, soil 
erosion is prevented and uniform rainwater infiltration 
and distribution is created. The best option for the 
material is cedar but alternatives could include stone 
blocks, gabions, or metal structures. Terraced beds 
have similar advantages to raised beds, but also 
require additional work and costs for construction and 
implementation. These beds may also be integrated 
into the space as a sculptural feature with stairs or 
seating that can help bring the space together.

Fig. 16: Wooden terraced bed 

 1D. Bagged Gardens
Bagged gardens, tall sacks filled with soil, are a 
portable, low cost, and effective method of growing 
plants. Each sack can contain one type of plant, and 
be grouped and placed in a desired location, offering 
a quick and easy way of starting a garden. They 
are ideal for areas of hardscaping where traditional 
gardens are a challenge.

B C B D G
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Idea 2 - Urban apiculture
Urban apiculture (beekeeping) is becoming more 
prominent in urban areas. Communities are beginning 
to understand the value of the practice in mitigating 
declining bee populations throughout North America. 
Ashbridge Estate site is a beautiful open space that 
has the potential to provide habitat for the honeybee 
species through the creation of an urban hive.

There are many precedent examples of organizations 
establishing hives in Toronto.  The Toronto 
Beekeepers Collective (TBC) is a group maintains 
honeybees hives around the city, runs public 
education programs, and would be an excellent 
partner to welcome to the Ashbridge Estate site. The 
organization is currently looking for a relatively quiet 
or secluded areas either on a rooftop or in a natural 
space to host hives, the Ashbridge Estate site has 
several locations that could meet these requirements. 

Fig. 19: Bee hives as sculptureFig. 18: Example of bee friendly plants 

Aside from setting up an urban hive, plant species that 
support bee populations can also be incorporated in 
the landscape.  

As well, promoting education about honeybee’s 
values, population decline, and the practice of 
urban apiculture is an educational initiative that the 
Ashbridge Estate can aim to achieve. As a precedent 
example, the beekeeper for the seven-hives hosted 
by Canadian Opera Company on top of the Four 
Season Centre for Performing Arts posts updates and 
photos of the hives to keep the public engagement 
and informed on the honeybees’ progress. This kind 
of public awareness and educating is a great example 
of the kind of education that the Ashbridge Estate site 
could aim to achieve.

B D
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Goal 2. Learning & Resources

Idea 1 - The Resource Hub
The Resource Hub is a space dedicated for people to 
congregate, engage, learn, and share. It can act as a 
connecting point, resource centre, and learning centre. 
Central to the objective of bringing more people on 
site, the hub can provide a focal point for residents of 
the neighbourhood, visitors, and volunteers to gather 
and socialize. 

We envision an Ashbridge Estate hub as a semi-open 
structure, similar to the retrofitted wooden structure 
found in the Prinzessinnengarten, a self-sustained 
urban garden in Berlin (pictured). The structure is 
made from locally found recycled materials, and is 
both mobile and simple to take down and reconstruct. 
The relationship between open vs. closed is an 
important consideration as such a hub can be both 
welcoming and accessible to the public during the day, 
while being secure when not in use. The design of the 
structure can come in a variety of forms.

A hub can focus on resource and learning based 
opportunities, with a variety of activities taking place 
within the structure including a library, art supplies, 
garden equipment, shelter for events. The space 
could host gardening workshops, volunteer events or 
potentially rented or provided free of charge for other 
local groups looking for informal space. A portable 
table can be placed in the centre of the structure for 
workshops. There is also opportunity to feature local 
artists work and use the space as an art gallery and 
program directory for the art projects occurring on site.

Fig. 20:  Prinzessinnengarten resource hub in Berlin, 
Germany

Fig. 21:  Planter tables and covered workshop space

Fig. 22: Workshop space under canopy

A F
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Idea 2 - The Kitchen Hub
The diverse practices associated with food and household provisioning through agriculture and cuisine provide 
a powerful point of connection between Ashbridge Estate and the wider community.  Food processing, cooking, 
nutrition workshops, street food; there are endless ideas that can come out of an orientation to food that will 
open up links to the community, celebrate and nurture a local culture and provide opportunities to everyone 
in the community. Central to that is providing a space that can transform agriculture into the range of ways we 
make food a part of our culture. Providing space on-site for food processing, learning, celebration could come in 
multiple forms. 

 2a. The Container Kitchen
Providing a full commissary kitchen on site is an expensive option, but not prohibitive, as demonstrated by the 
Scadding Court Community Centre at the corner of Bathurst and Dundas Streets (See Image XX). A kitchen with 
proper storage and sanitary facilities is more than a solitary resource, it creates a base of operations that enable 
flexibility for a range of activities throughout the site. The addition of this facility allows the site to be used to host 
events with catering or snacks in accordance with Toronto Public Health regulations, and allows food to be be 
handled confidently with the knowledge that proper facilities are available on site for storage and washing.

Having kitchen facilities within the community would be very valuable to various user groups. By renting the 
kitchen, the funds could be used to maintain the kitchen itself and the park more broadly. This type of facility 
may also require a level of organization that could be difficult without hired staff. The use of Bluetooth locking 
mechanisms could help automate management to some degree (See image XX).

Altogether innovative technology and adaptive materials are making kitchen space, even in a park like setting 
more realistic, which opens up the park to a large number of potential uses and provides a means of connecting 
the space with the community from all walks of life. 

 

Fig. 23:  Scadding Court Community Centre  Community 
Kitchen

Fig. 24: Scadding Court Community Centre Community 
Kitchen

IMAGE

A F
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2B. The Pizza Oven
The pizza oven is a popular and viable method of 
bringing food into naturalized community settings. 
This kind of facility would help attract people to the 
Ashbridge Estate site. Perhaps no better space has 
demonstrated this than the Dufferin Grove Pizza 
Oven and Kitchen, which provides a wider range of 
infrastructure including running water and preparation 
space to provide a functional outdoor kitchen.  Pizza 
ovens are not very familiar to many community 
members and operating a pizza oven requires a 
level of skill and knowledge that are specialized, 
but through workshops and events, the pizza oven 
can become a valuable resource for the community. 
Therefore, while The pizza oven does require a level 
of organization that may seem prohibitive to small 
groups, it can provide a focus for the space that could 
be invaluable for events and as a brand for the space.

 2C. The Low-Cost Food Service Space
The low-cost food service or street food, is an important structure all over the world for small scale vendors and 
people on the go. The conventional hot dog cart is one example of the low-cost food service and is the most 
common example in Toronto. In many cultures, this kind of space is understood as an important and legitimate 
space for eating on-the-go or eating in public. In Toronto, where vendors are often denied access to the street, 
there is a lack of low-cost spaces for vendors to set up small scale food vending operations. This hurts individuals 
who are looking to use their skills in small food preparation businesses and consumers looking for affordable and 
unique meals.  For Ashbridge Estate, the low-cost food service provides a niche in the city that is sorely needed 
and fits with the food based engagement program.

The City of Toronto, has recently updated vendor regulations, which has opened up these facilities to serve a 
wide range of prepared foods. Typical hot dog stands need only minor upgrades in order to expand the range of 
food products that may be served. Certainly more attractive forms of food service spaces may be developed that 
break the mould of the typical street food setting.

Again, by using Bluetooth locking mechanisms and simplifying kitchen requirements following public health 
regulations, food service spaces within Ashbridge Estate could be available for rent or to share - creating a space 
that is functional, inviting and provides opportunities for a wide range of groups.

It should be noted that the food cart is only appropriate for serving foods it cannot substitute for a full commissary 
kitchen. In tandem with full commissary kitchen, however, the bare food service space becomes a versatile 
resource for any type of cuisine.

Fig. 25: Dufferin Grove Pizza Oven
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Equipment/Practices Needed Conventional Food Carts Required alternative
Hands Washing Station Often have three small sinks One larger 12” x 12” sink should be 

used as an alternative
Hot Water Food carts often don’t have hot 

water for the sinks
Use a hot water heater attached to 
sink water source, $200 minimum 
cost

Fresh and Waste Water Capacity Limited capacity for water holding Minimum 7 litre hot and cold fresh 
water and a 24-litre tank for waste 
water

Pre-Packaged Meals Use only a conservative list of 
menus items

A large range of items can be 
created where the food is adaptable 
to storage in a plastic vacuum-
sealed bag. Bags should be rated 
for high temperatures where they 
can then be re-heated in the carts 
main hot water tank

Fig. 26: Food cart serving prepared food in a park. Fig. 27: Trailer turned mobile food service space.

Table. 1: Low-Cost Food Service Space as it relates to the Conventional Food Cart
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 2D. The Picnic Space
A lunch in the park is the fundamental luxury linking 
people and nature and Ashbridge Estate creates 
an ideal setting for enjoying a meal with friends and 
family. A meal can be enjoyed on the lawn or at a 
table and providing a range of options for people to 
make use of ensures a space for people of all cultures 
and capabilities.  A key here to enjoying eating on the 
lawn is the provision of good drainage. The addition of 
seating and tables along with a more stable pavement 
area would complement this natural setting. This may 
provide a public face to the idea of the food park and 
make that food park broadly inviting.

Idea 3 - Naturalized Setting
Ashbridge Estate is an important element of this community’s open space system.  The site itself combines 
naturalized open spaces and formal gardens that can offer a range of experiences of different landscape types. 
Keeping a close connection to the natural environment and heightening the possibilities for public interaction 
is one way to allow people in the neighbourhood to connect with nature, and is also a rare resource for nature 
within the city. Small patches of naturalized areas can be a very important resource for a range of species. The 
connection between small parcels can have an outsized effect on natural communities by providing islands of 
refuge within the city. 

The following are examples of habitat structures that could be used on the site to enhance the potential of 
creating habitat spaces within the Ashbridge Estate. 

Messy floors: A messy natural environment provides the chaotic range of structures that many species look 
for when deciding to nest or forage. Grasses, bare earth, leaf litter, piles of sticks and twigs. Each of these and 
others provide the range of spaces that various species are habituated and evolved to inhabit. 

Cues to Care: At the same time, messiness can make a space look unloved to many in the community. One 
solution that has been devised by landscape architects is to create frames for the messiness. Whether that is 
a mown edge or structural use of fences or rocks, these “cues to care” can make the messy natural world a 
beloved feature. 

Nesting: Larger forests provide a range of tree types and various ages or life stages (including decomposition) 
that are needed for the variety of nesting structures needed by various species. Creating artificial nesting 

Fig. 28: Picnic space on the lawn and amongst the trees 
requires good drainage.

B C
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structures can help supplement smaller natural spaces 
and allow them to be used more efficiently in urban 
conditions.

Green Infrastructure: Green infrastructure provides 
a place of human connection to the wild, but it may 
also play a functional role within the greater system 
of urban infrastructure. One important concept that is 
useful here given the lack of drainage on the site is the 
potential to develop rain gardens. That is grading the 
land to encourage the collection of water into spaces 
that have been planned to synchronize drainage with 
water-tolerant or water-loving plant species. Rain 
gardens at the edges of the large lawn at the centre of 
the site could not only help frame the space but also 
provide greater drainage, making this space more 
useable even during the spring, when this lawn often 
experiences short-term flooding. 

Idea 4 - Signage &   
Community Integration
With a dynamic space like the Ashbridge Estates, 
signage could be used at the edges of the site to 
welcome the community at large, while internal to 
the site it can play an educational role. By using 
signage to identify programs and events occurring on 
site, guests will be encouraged to enter and explore 
the grounds. For example, if a local vendor was to 
book the Kitchen Hub for a weekend, community 
signage could be setup near entrances and small 
scale signage setup throughout the grounds, 
identifying key elements that are important for the 
sites circulation and function, like such as location of 
waste receptacles or toilet facilitates.  When designing 
signage, it is important to consider the type of users, 
safety and security, flexibility, and ability to be updated 
and maintained.

Fig. 29:  Seating platforms in the long grass.

Fig. 30: Contained messiness for habitat.

Fig. 31: ashbridge signage

Fig. 32:  Educational signage
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Goal 3. Public Space

Ashbriges Estate is a much needed open space within 
a dense part of Toronto. In recent years the estate has 
transformed from a private to public space and yet 
without changes to the site to demostrate that change 
in orientation, the estate has become a secret garden.

A physical expression of this openness may be 
necessary in order to demonstrate this new stance to 
public accessibility.

Idea 1 - Gates
Gates are often the first thing that many people will 
see when coming to a site and can signal that the site 
is open. The current fence provides a signal that this is 
a private garden. Opening gates within this boundary 
fence signals that the park is open, creates a landing 
place for the community, and provides a space to 
meet-up and linger. Gates are a necessary, if not 
sufficient, sign marking a community space. 

Gates can be entirely open, may selectively secure the 
site or constrain entrance by time day, around events, 
or by mode of transport.  Providing gates, especially 
on the eastern edge of the property, would signal to 
the broader community that the Ashbridge Estate site 
is open to the public and welcomes all users.

Fig. 35:  an open gate is an invitation for full access.

Fig. 34:  a painted gate expresses inclusiveness.

Fig. 33: Fences that allow people but note vehicles.
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Idea 2 - Paths 
Some of us like to explore without limits, however, for 
many paths are critical for enjoying the landscape. 
Paths should unite all major sections of the site. The 
surfacing and width of the path will help frame the 
use of the path and by varying these dimensions, 
the complex of paths can provide for a range 
of experiences that suit both the wide variety of 
capacities of the public but also the wide variety of 
interest in exploration. 

A range of path typologies are outlined below, along 
with a brief commentary on the usefulness of each 
type. The implementation of one or many of these 
types would create hierarchy of connections through 
the Ashbridge Estate.

B C E

Fig. 36:  Example circuits of path system.



The Secret Garden The Ashbridge Estate     2120    The Secret Garden The Ashbridge Estate

3.0m wide multiuse asphalt trail and drivable 
surface: By providing a wide range of capacities this 
path can integrate for maintenance options as well as 
walking options. Grade changes should be minimized 
in order to provide clearance for vehicles and maintain 
an appropriate walkway for pedestrians of all ages. 
This will be an inviting surface for bicycles and other 
active transit. 

2.4m wide multiuse asphalt trail: This wide path, 
while not appropriate for vehicles, can be used by a 
wide variety of active users including all ages, bikes, 
strollers among others to access the facilities of the 
site and direct moment to key locations.

1.8m wide gravel trail: A gravel trail is less 
accessible than an asphalt trail, but still very useful 
for providing access for most pedestrians. A gravel 
trail provides a more relaxed aesthetic that can still be 
used by bikes and other active modes of transport. 

1.0m wide mulch trail: This type of trail is not 
as accessible for all pedestrians and should be 
considered a complementary piece. This trail type 
is useful in areas that should not be accessed as 
frequently in natural settings for instance. Mulch 
surfacing is both quiet and blends in well with natural 
surroundings and may dissuade more disruptive forms 
of active transport if desired.

Fig. 37:  Multi-use asphalt trail

Fig. 38:  Gravel trail

Fig. 39:  Mulch path
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Idea 3 - Seating
Public spaces play an important role in bringing a 
community together, providing a place to meet with 
friends and family, relax on your own, and simply 
take in natural scenery in the city. It is important for 
these spaces to offer a variety of seating opportunities 
for people of all ages to rest and relax; seating that 
is accessible, comfortable, and located in the right 
places.

 3a. Formal Seating
Formal seating can be used to permanently enhance 
use of the site. Benches can be located throughout 
the site to highlight certain areas of the space with 
multiple vantage points.  A bench under a large 
canopy tree provides an enclosed space for recluse or 
contemplation, while a bench along a pathway system 
encourages social interactions. Seating can also be 
built into raised planters to allow people working on 
the agricultural plots an area to take a break.

 

 3B. Informal Seating
Flexible seating arrangements, including movable 
chairs and tables, can be placed at different locations 
around the site to allow the space to accommodate 
for both everyday functions and special activities and 
events. This flexibility allows people to create a space 
of their own, moving chairs into different formations 
and sizes for both individuals and groups. Movable 
seating can also be used as a catalyst to encourage 
social activity in certain areas while events are 
occurring.

Fig. 40:  Popular benches

Fig. 41: Popular benches

Fig. 42: Free seating

A C G
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 3C. Natural Seating
The open grassy hillside is a great natural space for 
people to lay, bask in the sun, and overlook events 
taking place on the central lawn. The tree covered 
grass areas scattered around the site also offer a 
space for people to relax and picnic in the shade. The 
beauty of these natural seating opportunities is that 
people can decide where they want to sit depending 
on weather, group sizes, and location of activities or 
events taking place.

Fig. 43:  Woodland seating at Prinzessinnengarten

Fig. 44:  Great lawn
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Goal 4. arts & Culture

Life in the city can sometimes feel beak and 
regimented and finding spaces in the city for 
expression or to witness new ideas provides that 
connection that is often what people crave most from 
living in the city. The Ashbridge Estate provides an 
ideal setting to explore new ideas.

Idea 1 - Sculpture                     
Project 
A sculpture project is an art-based initiative that 
brings together artistic vision with art-loving visitors.  
Here we use the The Elora Sculpture Project as an 
example. A sculpture project can provide a platform to 
invite artists to submit their ideas for a sculture, while 
providing support to favoured works to be featured 
in an outdoor exhibition space. Locations around the 
site can be established as spots for the sculpture 
exhibition. The art and urban agriculture activities can 
even be integrated as seen in LaFayette Greens in 
Detroit (pictured).

There is opportunity to collaborate with FUSION: 
The Ontario Clay and Glass Association, who are 
one of the occupants of the estate house. They are a 
non-for profit organization focused on the promotion 
of handcrafted clay and glass. Local artists work 
from FUSION can be featured in the exhibition. The 
incentive for artists to participate is exposure of their 
work, promotion of the art form, and the opportunity to 
sell their pieces commission free. Where established 
as an annual event, the sculpture project can be used 
as a fundraising event and potentially provide an 
additional revenue stream for the maintenance of the 
site.

Fig. 45: Pottery sculpture 
from Elora Sculpture 
Project, Canada

Fig. 46: Sculpture standing in 
raised planting bed LaFayette 
Greens in Detriot, USa

Fig. 47: Metal sculpture from Elora Sculpture Project, Canada

C E G
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Idea 2 - The Living Wall
A mural wall can be a terrific initiative to deliver, public 
arts that inspire, educate, and promote inclusiveness 
throughout the community. A painted mural could 
replace the concrete retaining wall along the north 
side of the site, transforming that space, into an 
attractive, positive space for activities and events. 

In areas where the wall receives ample sunlight, a 
vertical garden or ‘edible wall’ can be created, either 
with a vertical planting system or espalier pruned 
tree. In shadier areas, the space can be transformed 
into a naturalized area growing vines and climbing 
plants along the wall. This can make the space 
more aesthetically pleasing, and provide an area for 
educational and leisure activities.

These options provide an opportunity to collaborate 
with students from the adjacent Duke Of Connaught 
Junior And Senior Public School, local businesses, as 
well as other residents in the community. 

Fig. 51: Mural wall brings a space together, and express values

Fig. 48: Mural Painting Fig. 49:  Mural Painting

B

Fig. 50: Espalier fruit tree pruning uses 
heat from the wall to create an ideal 
microclimate growing.
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Idea 3 - Community & Commercial Events
Ashbridge Estate is a beautiful space for outdoor events in the city. The range of spaces creates an opportunity 
to meet a diverse list of event types. The primary spaces for events include: 1. the west end of the site around 
the driveway, where the existing flea market requires accessibility for loading;  2. the great lawn, which can 
accommodate large informal events; and, 3. the east end of the site at the corner of Queen East & Woodfield, 
where there would be significant changes required to host events. 

Event hosting is one means to monetize the resources at Ashbridge Estate without necessarily negatively 
impacting the heritage and community values on the site. This property could well support a range of commercial 
events, however significant investment would be required. Should this become a goal for Building Roots and the 
Heritage Trust, a professional consultant should be engaged. It should also be remembered that all site works 
should be done with building approvals from the city which may require professional drawings.

The following has been considered in the context of community events and informal commercial events:

The west driveway: This location is already well set up for events. It is accessible and has a convention for event 
facilities which is ad-hoc but effective. Additions that allow more formal facilities would be expensive and should 
only be considered for commercial purposes. That said, additional electrical outlets and the clean up of some of 
the softscape areas along the driveway could help expand the size of events that can be accommodated.

Fig. 52: Janes Walks and other small scale community events Fig. 53:  Food based events or everyday vendors
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Great Lawn: The lawn is close in proximity to the west driveway and can benefit from many of the same 
facilities that are used on the site at present. This includes the locations of temporary washroom facilities, water 
connection and electrical connection. The addition of a path through the area would provide for better access, 
and re-grading the lawn and adding rain gardens would improve drainage. Were the path accessible to vehicles, 
it may expand the number and type of events that can be hosted on the lawn.

Removal of soil to grade for the rain gardens and for the path could be used elsewhere on the lawn to raise the 
grade slightly in a space that is large enough to set up a tent for events. This addition could expand the times of 
year where events can be hosted, reduce the impact of small rain showers on site conditions and provide a more 
flexible set of features. 

East side at the corner of Queen East & Woodfield: The east end of the site provides an opportunity to create 
a second event space that is both accessible and attractive. The addition of a second event space could make 
the site more versatile and allow concurrent events on the site. There would be significant investments needed 
however to make this are useful, even to resourceful community groups. 

This event space would require a driveway along Woodfield to enable loading and unloading of equipment. Areas 
of the site would require clearing to provide flat and stable spaces for temporary washrooms, hand washing 
stations, signage and garbage collection. Additional infrastructure that would be costly to install includes any 
electrical or water connections. These services could be integrated into the development of a path plan and 
routed from the main site connection. 

Fig. 54: A space for everyday kinds of events. Fig. 55: Using informal lighting to extend the time of events
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