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Statement of Significance for the    

Uplands National Historic Site. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
Image courtesy of Frederick Law Olmstead National Historic Site and Archives, Brookline, Massachusetts. Detail. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Existing Heritage Designations: 
 

• National Historic Site: Entire subdivision. (above). 

The Designation of the Uplands National Historic Site was announced by the federal 

Minister for Environment and Climate Change Catherine McKenna on August 19, 2019, 

at Cattle Point, Oak Bay, with the Mayor and Council of Oak Bay in attendance.  
 

 
• The three sets of Uplands Gates: Designed in 1912 in three different designs. 

Designated as Heritage Structures by Oak Bay Council. Designated Property Locations:  

1. Beach Drive at Thorpe Place 2. Uplands Road at Cadboro Bay Road 3. Beach Drive at 

Cadboro Bay Road. (Half of Beach Drive at Thorpe place illustrated). 
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• The War Memorial in Uplands Park, facing Beach Drive. Designated Heritage by 

Oak Bay Council. The memorial, sculpted by Hames Saull, stands nine feet tall and was 

dedicated on November 11, 1948. The designated site features the central figure (Mother 

Peace) standing looking down, her arms protecting the 97 names of Oak Bay's 1939-1945 

war dead. The inscription reads: "Roll of Honour" "Greater love hath no man than this, 

that a man lay down his life for his friends." Also included in the designation are the 

natural stone walkway and the winding stone staircase leading up to the monument. 
 

 
• Cattle Point was designated an Urban Star Park in 2013 by the Royal Astronomical 

Society of Canada, in partnership with the Municipality of Oak Bay: only the second 

such park in the country. It joins a national and global network of Dark-sky preserves.  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Brief Description of the Uplands National Historic Site: 
 

The Uplands is a residential subdivision of 188 hectares (465 acres) in the north-eastern 

portion of the municipality of Oak Bay. Laid out in 1907 and 1908, the seaside 

subdivision encompassed seashore and Garry oak meadow habitat. The development is 

characterized by large building lots set on gently curving streets that were carefully 

planned along existing contours, while respecting viewlines to the ocean and the 

preservation of existing native trees and vegetation. The streetscapes, treed boulevards, 

large, treed, triangular and circular traffic islands and natural Uplands Park and Cattle 

Point; along with the area’s large homes, gives the Uplands district a unique atmosphere 

in western Canada. The specially designed street furniture – three gateways and the 

copyrighted light standards along the street boulevards – are integral Character Defining 

Elements. The National Historic Site contains already-designated Heritage features: 

Three sets of decorative gates; and the Oak Bay War Memorial. 
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Heritage Values: 
 

 
 

The Uplands National Historic Site is valued for several reasons. 

 

• The Uplands National Historic Site is valued because of its location on; and name 

retention of; the former 465-acre Hudson’s Bay Company Uplands Farm, which had 

been established in 1851. In 1907, the Franco-Canadian Trust Company and its 

subsidiary, Uplands Ltd., took over the property. Winnipeg real estate developer William 

Gardner engaged John C. Olmstead of Olmstead Brothers, landscape architects, to design 

the subdivision. Prominent architect Francis Mawson Rattenbury (Oak Bay resident and 

designer of the Parliament Buildings and Empress Hotel) was responsible for building 

design approval. 

 

• The Uplands National Historic Site is valued as an exceptional example of 

subdivision design and planning in Canada. Designed in 1907 and 1908, the 

development is among the finest surviving works of John C. Olmsted, a renowned 

landscape architect and senior partner at Olmsted Brothers. 
 

The Olmstead Brothers – John C. Olmsted and Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. – had closely 

worked with their father, Frederick Law Olmstead Sr. (1822-1903), who was the most 

significant landscape architect in North America. He had designed Central Park, New 

York (1850s); the Boston Park System, Massachusetts; Prospect Park in Brooklyn; the 

U.S. Capitol Grounds; the Chicago Park System; the grounds of Stanford University, 

California; among many others of similar importance. In Canada, Frederick Law Olmsted 

had planned Mount Royal, Montreal’s great 700-acre park in 1874. (In 2005, the 

Government of Quebec created the Mount Royal Historic and Natural District, a first in 
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the province.) Olmsted’s sons had gained their experience by collaborating with their 

father on significant landscape projects, including the seventy-five-acre gardens at 

Biltmore Estate in North Carolina; and the grounds of the 1893 Columbian Exposition in 

Chicago.  
 

After their father’s retirement in 1895, the brothers inherited their father’s business and 

formed Olmsted Brothers about 1896: the United States’ first landscape architecture firm. 

The brothers were among the founding members of the American Society of Landscape 

Architects and they played an influential role in creating the United States National Park 

Service, later working on the design of Yosemite National Park in California.   
 

In the Pacific Northwest, Olmstead Brothers designed several projects. In Seattle in 1903, 

they were instrumental in the creation and design of a twenty-mile greenbelt of parks and 

boulevards throughout the city, encompassing the Arboretum and Volunteer Park. John 

C. Olmsted designed the park systems in Spokane and Portland, Oregon. He designed the 

grounds for the Lewis & Clark Exposition in Portland in 1906; and the grounds for the 

Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition in Seattle in 1909 (now the University of Washington 

Campus). In 1907, the firm designed the 388-acre Highlands Residential development in 

Seattle. Concurrently, John C. Olmstead worked on the design of the Uplands for 

Winnipeg real estate developer William Gardner.  

 

• The Uplands National Historic Site is valued for its sensitive development of the 

natural landscape. John C. Olmsted always retained a sensitivity to the natural attributes 

and beauty of whichever site he was working on, including its trees, views, vista, green 

spaces and roadways. He was an acute observer and botanist, and was concerned that 

locals, in their determination to make their parks and gardens more picturesque, were 

favouring non-native shrubs and trees over the special character of the native plants and 

trees.  
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Uplands. A detail of John C. Olmstead's Plans to retain views and use native plantings: to “Keep 

View to Bay Open”, from Beach Drive to Loon Bay, towards the Yacht Club. c1908. 
(Courtesy: Frederick Law Olmstead National Historic Site and Archives. Brookline Massachusetts. c1908.)  

 

John C. Olmsted’s 1907 preliminary design plans for the Uplands included compiling a 

mapped inventory (unique in British Columbia) of native trees and native vegetation, 

before he integrated roads, services, wide boulevards, parks, and green spaces into the 

livable urban area. His plans specify the creation and retention of scenic view corridors 

and the use of clumps of native trees and vegetation along boulevards and in parks. The 

inclusion of unique features, like underground wiring and the copyrighted decorative, 

modestly-scaled light standards, were part of his overall, comprehensive, subtle design to 

intrude as little as possible on the landscape. 
 

John C. Olmsted’s respect for local landscapes and his technique of planning “with the 

land” had the benefit of preserving elements of First Nations archaeology and landscape 

practices, especially in Uplands Park. (See Value of Uplands Park below).  

 

• The Uplands National Historic Site is valued because of its long and successful 

stewardship by the Corporation of the District of Oak Bay. The special character of 

the Uplands has been protected by provincial statute and municipal bylaws; especially the 

Oak Bay Special Powers Act, 1935. Although modified through time, the intent of the Act 

remains in effect: to protect the park-like design and development standards first 
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established by John C. Olmstead and to sustain the environmental integrity of the 

municipality. 

 

• The Uplands National Historic Site is valued for its heterogeneous collection of 

high-quality, architect and builder-designed single-family houses, which illustrate a 

variety of trends in Canadian suburban housing, from the Arts and Crafts to 21
st
 century 

Neo-Modern styles. The first house was completed in 1912, and construction continued 

until 1976, by which time every lot had been built on. A number of the houses in Uplands 

were designed by leading architects of Canada and British Columbia, including Samuel 

Maclure, Francis Rattenbury, Phillip Julien; P. L. James and Hubert Savage; H. S. 

Griffith; Robert Siddall; John Di Castri; Ron Thom; and others. 

 

• The Uplands National Historic Site is valued for the inclusion of Uplands Park, a 

large natural park covering 30.635 hectares (75 acres) of land, and includes woodland 

trails and undeveloped natural meadows and rocks. Cattle Point, the seaside area of the 

Park – named for the practice of pushing cattle overboard from paddle steamers between 

1860 to 1910, so they could swim ashore – continues the natural area. 
 

In 1946, Uplands developer William Gardner deeded the land for the Park to the 

municipality. The then-Oak Bay Reeve (Mayor) Walter Walker and Oak Bay Council 

were instrumental in creating Uplands Park. A cairn marking Walker's role in that work 

stands at Cattle Point. Uplands Park and Cattle Point are among North America's first 

natural preserves to be set aside within an urban region.  
 

Within Uplands Park, the Garry oak savannahs that John Olmsted found on site when he 

first visited in 1907 – attributed, in part, to the seasonal burning practices of the Songhees 

First Nation that preceded European colonization – have successfully been protected.  
 

Uplands Park and Cattle Point contain one of the largest and most intact fragments of  

Garry oak ecosystems, which are home to over 600 species of life, including 24 rare and 

endangered plant species. The Friends of Uplands Park Society works to protect the 

diversity of Uplands Park. 
 

Cattle Point was designated an Urban Star Park in 2013 by the Royal Astronomical 

Society of Canada, only the second such park in the country. It joins a national and global 

network of Dark-sky preserves, mostly found in remote areas and wilderness, which 

adhere to guidelines to conserve the night sky for astronomical observation. 

 

• The Uplands National Historic Site has further value in that records, maps and 

plans of its development are preserved at The Frederick Law Olmstead National 

Historic Site and Archives, in Brookline, Massachusetts, near Boston. As one of the most 

widely researched museum collections in the U.S. National Park System, the archives 

contains over 1,000,000 historic documents (including dozens of maps, plans and 

documents recording the development of the Uplands in Oak Bay, including the mapped 

1907 inventory of native trees and vegetation). Park and city planners from across the 

United States use these records each year to rehabilitate and rebuild many of Olmstead’s 

most significant and beloved landscapes to the lasting benefit of millions of people.  

 



 7 

Character Defining Elements: 
 

 
‘There is no place like home, in UPLANDS’. Promotional booklet c1920. (Oak Bay Archives) 

 
• The overall design of the Uplands: encompassing the layout of gently-curved streets; 

wide treed boulevards; discrete use of sidewalks; signature triangular and circular 

‘parklets’; large lots; placement of houses; and the size and height of existing houses. 
  
• The mature tree canopy, including the designed retention of a vast number of native 

Garry oak trees, and other vegetation, based on John C. Olmstead’s first survey of native 

plantings from 1907. 
 

• The sensitive, subtle design of the original Electric Light Standards; and the associated 

underground wiring, a modern innovation in 1908. Both were designed to intrude as little 

as possible into the overall design of the Uplands. The design of the light standards was 

copyrighted to the Uplands. 
 

• The three entry gates to the Uplands, designed by Jennings and Boulanger in 1912. All 

three gates are of different designs, and designated Heritage by Oak Bay Council. One 

was damaged but restored to the original designs. 
 

• The Oak Bay War Memorial, or Cenotaph, built in 1948. Designated Heritage by Oak 

Bay Council. Including in the designation is the memorial and the natural stone walkway 

and winding stone staircase leading up to the monument. 
 

• Uplands Park and Cattle Point. A natural area of 30.635 hectares (75 acres), ever-

increasing in importance as an area of rich natural biodiversity and home to endangered 

plants. 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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This Statement of Significance was prepared for  

The Uplands Neighbourhood Association by: 
 

Stuart Stark B.Arch. 

Principal 

Stuart Stark & Associates 

Heritage Consultants 

Offices at: 

Victoria B.C.   

Canada 

Email: stuartstark@heritageconsultants.ca 

Website: www.HeritageConsultants.ca 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Information sources include: 

 

• Uplands National Historic Site Website: Parks Canada; Government of Canada. 

 National Historic Site Designations. Article by Dr. Larry McCann. 

• Oak Bay Archives. 

• Webpages from The District of Oak Bay: 

 Uplands Gates; 

 Oak Bay War Memorial 

• The Frederick Law Olmstead National Historic Site and Archives. Brookline 

 Massachusetts. 

• Friends of Uplands Park Society website. 

• Oak Bay’s Heritage Buildings. Stuart Stark, 1986; 1988; 1995. 

• Royal Astronomical Society of Canada Website: Cattle Point Urban Star Park. 

• Uplands Design Guidelines. Corporation of the District of Oak Bay. 

 

 
 
 
 

 


