
Harstone House 

565 Water Street, Peterborough 

 

LOCATION AND LEGAL DESCRIPTION - All and singular that parcel or tract of land 

and premises situate, lying and being in the City of Peterborough, in the County 

of Peterborough and Province of Ontario, and being composed of part of Lot 

number two east of George and north of London Streets in the said City, 

according to Plan number 63 registered in the Registry Office for the Registry 

Division of Peterborough (#45), more particularly described as follows: 

 

COMMENCING at the south east angle of the said Lot number 2; 

THENCE NORTHERLY along the easterly limit of the said lot, which is also the 

westerly limit of Water Street 102 feet. 

THENCE WESTERLY parallel with the southerly limit of the said lot, which is also 

the northerly limit of London Street 110.96 feet more or less to a lane shown on 

Registered Plan number 63 for the said City of Peterborough; 

THENCE SOUTHERLY parallel to the easterly limit of the said lot along the 

eastern limit of the said lane to the southerly limit of the said lot, which is 

also the northern limit of London Street. 

THENCE EASTERLY along the southern limit of the said lot, which is also the 

northern limit of London Street to the place of beginning. 

TOGETHER with an easement of right-of-way over, and the use forever of, together 

with others entitled thereto, the aforesaid lane as it appears on the aforesaid 

Plan made by Richard B. Rogers, Esq., P.L.S. and registered in the aforesaid 

Registry Office as Plan number 63 for the said City of Peterborough. (#385832) 

 

OWNERS AND OCCUPANTS - The Canadian Red Cross Society 

 

ARCHITECT - William Blackwell 

 

DATE OF CONSTRUCTION - 1888-1889 

 

SITE AND SETTING - The house is situated on the northwest corner of the 

intersection of Water and London Streets. The tree-shaded neighborhood is 

composed of older homes of which 565 and its neighbor 570 directly across Water 

Street are, by far, the largest and establish the character of the area. 

 

SIGNIFICANCE - This house, one of the grandest of its era in the city, was 

designed by the noted Peterborough architect William Blackwell early in his 

career. It is a notable example of the Queen Anne style and has many interesting 

exterior and interior features. Especially important is the magnificent stair 

hall. The historical and architectural significance of the building is much 

enhanced by the fact that it has undergone almost no alteration since its 

construction. 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND - The Harstone House lies on part of the original half-

acre lot granted on April .21, 1843 by the Crown to Elias Burnham. On April 16, 

1847, Elias Burnham sold Lot 2 plus other land to the north to his relative 

George Burnham(#5910). 

George Burnham built a large home just north of the present Harstone House site 

where he lived a number of years. On September 1, 1888, Burnham sold the half-

acre lot to Isabell McWilliams, wife of John B. McWilliams. It was John B. 

McWilliams who, in 1888, bought plans for a magnificent house from local 

architect, William Blackwell. In 1888-1889, McWilliams erected 565 Water Street.   

 

John B. McWilliams was a native of Belmont Township who came to Peterborough in 

1857 and engaged in the carriage business. He was Deputy Sheriff in 1869, was 

appointed Justice of the Peace in 1886 and was a member of the Town Council and 

Board of Education for a number of years. He had many connections with the 
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management of forests, being appointed Crown Timber Agent for the Midland 

District in 1872, Superintendent of Woods and Forests of Ontario in 1894, and a 

member of the Commission of Forestry in 1897. He was a prominent member of the 

many local organizations. His son Roland McWilliams, Peterborough’s mayor in 

1907, became Lieutenant-Governor of Manitoba in 1907. On March 16, 1907, John 

McWilliams sold the house to Phoebe Harstone of Peterborough. (#2333).  Mrs. 

Harstone’s husband, Robert Harstone, was the owner and manager of agricultural 

property, especially in the west. Upon Mrs. Harstone's death, her son, Colonel 

John A. Harstone became the occupant of the house. Colonel Harstone was Deputy 

County Court Clerk in 1935, County Court Clerk in 1936 and commander of the 

Fourth Anti-Tank Battalion in 1940. In 1936, Colonel Harstone was also appointed 

as sheriff which he remained until he went overseas during World War II. In his 

absence, his sister Marion took over his duties. He resumed his duties upon his 

return to the city and remained as sheriff until 1962. 

Colonel Harstone lived in the house until his death in the fall of 1981. On June 

14, 1982, the Canadian Red Cross Society bought the house from the estate of 

Colonel Harstone and are presently setting it up for their use. (#385606). 

The purchase serves as a fitting tribute to Mrs. Phoebe Harstone who, since 

1914, was an active member of the Red Cross. 

 

EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION OF THE BUILDING FOR DESIGNATION BY-LAW -  

The two and one-half storey Queen Anne style house is built of solid red brick 

laid in stretcher bond. It rests on a plinth of four courses of brick capped by 

a course of molded brick above a foundation of roughly coursed and dressed 

granite. The house is basically rectangular in plan, oriented east and west with 

its east facade facing Water Street. There are two short wings, extending from 

the northeast corner and from the northwest corner. A two-storey kitchen wing to 

the north is recessed from the front facade, and its rear wall is flush with the 

rear wing. In the corner where the main block meets the kitchen wing, there is a 

two-storey rectangular projection with a flat roof. The roof of the main block 

is steeply hipped, as are the lower roofs of the front gable and kitchen wing. 

The rear wing has a gabled roof. A wide over hang-with fascia is supported on 

scrolled brackets. There are three tall chimneys, all of which are decorated 

with rectangular brick paneling. One, flush with the east wall, rises near the 

south corner of the front facade.  

Another similar one is near the east corner of the north façade. The third rises 

between the main block and the kitchen wing. 

There is a two and a half storey projecting bay on the front of the northeast 

wing whose gable has exposed curved half timbering to the eaves on either side 

of a central sash window. The stucco surface of the gable uses an aggregate of 

flints with some pieces of coloured glass. On each of the main storeys of the 

bay is a pair of tall sash windows, each sash containing a single pane, and each 

window surmounted by a transom-light containing stained glass. A similar window 

on the first floor on the south side of the wing is the only sash window in the 

main block without a transom-light. The window lintels are flat brick arches, 

and the sills are cut limestone. 

Features to note on this bay are the string course two bricks high which 

continues the line of the window sills on the second floor around the bay, and 

the pattern in the brick below it, which is composed of two rows of brick in 

basket-weave pattern: The wall of the second storey extends slightly beyond that 

of the first above two supporting courses of molded bricks. 

A single storey porch extends from the front wing to the south corner of the 

front facade. It was built in 1908 to replace the original porch and represents 

the one major alteration to the house since its construction. The porch rests on 

a foundation of dressed limestone and the sloping roof is supported by four 

square brick piers with stone capitals. The piers rest on a brick balustrade 

with a stone coping. At the north end of the porch there is a projecting gable. 
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It is supported on square brick piers with stone capitals, which rest on larger 

limestone piers. 

Cut and pressed stone buttresses shaped like inverted brackets or consoles carry 

out the transition. The gable is supported by a heavy beam decorated with 

modillions. There is a rough stucco surface between the vertical half-timbering. 

Above the porch gable and attached to the wing's south wall is a small sunroom 

framed in wood. Its roof is flat and the eaves are carried on scrolled brackets. 

The five casements, three on the front and two on the side, each have small-

paned transoms. This room was part of the original structure although the 

present porch was not. 

The main steps lead to the double entrance doors. Each door has a square panel 

below and a large vertical glass pane above. The doorway is surmounted by a 

transom-light of stained glass incorporating the house number. Between the door 

and south corner of the facade under the porch are two windows with small square 

leaded panes and heavy stone lintels and sills. 

The south facade has a projecting bay at the east similar to the bay on the east 

facade. There are no windows in the north facade between the south and kitchen 

wing. However, there are windows on each side of the rectangular projection on 

the second floor. On the first floor there is an arched opening on its east side 

and a door on the north. 

There is a large gabled dormer between the north chimney and the roof of the 

kitchen wing. 

Near the south corner of the rear facade there is a projecting bay similar to 

the other bays. The gabled end of the northern wing is very like the bays, 

except that on its first storey there is one large window rather than two 

narrower ones. There are windows on each storey on its southern side, each with 

a stained glass transom. The windows on the facade of the rear wing are the only 

ones in the house with wooden sills.  

Between the wing and the bay at the rear is a narrow one-storey porch. Its flat 

roof with a bellcast edge is decorated with cast iron cresting and is supported 

by turned wooden posts. Between the tops of the posts is a spool-work screen. 

Above the porch are two tall pointed-arched windows containing stained glass. 

Between and above them is' a round stained glass window. There is a large 

central gabled dormer containing two sash windows and having a surface of flints 

and some coloured glass. 

 

INTERIOR DESCRIPTION OF THE CENTRAL STAIR HALL FOR DESIGNATION BY-LAW -  

The central stair hall is entered through a small vestibule from the front door. 

The inner door is also a double door, with square panels below; above on each 

panel are stained glass lights with designs of young women. The doorway is 

surmounted by a transom of clear glass with a border etched in the Greek key 

motif. 

On the first floor the hall is approximately twelve feet wide and twenty-one and 

one-half feet deep. The first flight of the double return staircase rises in the 

middle of the hall to a landing across the back of the hall from each end of 

which the return flights rise to the second floor. 

The hall extends on either side of the lower flights to two small doors, one on 

each side. On both north and south walls of the hall there are two double doors 

leading to the living and reception rooms. The ceiling has a heavy moulded 

plaster cornice, and there is a moulded plaster medallion around the light 

fixture. 

The doors have five panels surrounded by moulding, one horizontal top panel, two 

long vertical middle panels and two shorter vertical bottom panels. The 

architraves are carved cherry with a pattern of foliage and stylized sunbursts. 

The carved corner blocks and reeded trim are finely painted to / resemble 

cherry, as is all of the other woodwork in the hall, with the exception of the 

balustrade and newel posts, which are cherry. There is a cherry-grained paneling 
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on either side of the lower flight of stairs and on the underside of the upper 

flights. The landing is dominated by the tall arched windows with stained glass 

and the small round stained glass window between and above them. Below the round 

window is a niche made to contain a grandfather clock in varnished cherry, which 

was presumably made for the house in New Brunswick in 1889. Its pendulum is 

engraved with the name of J.B. McWilliams. 

The cherry balustrade on either side of the lower flight continues on the inner 

sides of the upper flights and is linked on the second floor in a U between the 

two upper flight. The balustrade is composed of a handrail- supported by 

alternating square vertical and horizontal reeded members and turned spindles. 

There are turned newel posts at the landing and in the upper hall. The latter 

also have turned pendants. The large newel posts in the lower hall, set 

obliquely to the balustrade, are square in section, with panels and mouldings. 

Each is surmounted by a bronze statuette of a knight holding a lance topped by a 

triple electric light fixture.  

The upstairs hall measures eleven by twelve feet. Towards the front is a double 

sliding door, on the south two doors with, transoms leading to bedrooms, and on 

the north one door to a bedroom and an arched opening to a corridor. The details 

of the doors resemble those on the main floor and the woodwork is again finely 

done in imitation cherry. The door head surrounds here are not carved cherry.   


