
THE JOHN C. SULLIVAN HOUSE 
83 Robinson Street 

LOCATION & LEGAL DESCRIPTION: ALL AND SINGULAR that certain parcel or tract of land 
situate lying and being in the City of Peterborough, in the County of Peterborough and Province of 
Ontario and being composed of: 
 
FIRSTLY: The West halves of Lots Number One and Two South of Robinson Street and West of 
Mark Street according to Registered Plan Number lA for the said City of Peterborough, SAVE AND 
EXCEPT the westerly 25 feet of the said Lots; 
 
SECONDLY: The West half of Lot Number One Hundred and Twenty-Six West of Mark Street and 
South of Robinson Street according to Registered Plan Number lA for the said City SAVE AND 
EXCEPT the westerly 30 feet of the said lot; 
 
THIRDLY: That part of the East halves of Lots One and Two South of Robinson Street and West 
of Mark Street according to Registered Plan Number lA for the said City more particularly 
described as follows: 
 
COMMENCING at the south-west angle of the East half of said Lot #2; 
 
THENCE easterly along the southern limit of said Lot # Two 4 8/10 feet; 
 
THENCE northerly in a straight line ninety feet to the intersection with a line drawn parallel with the 
southern limit of said Lot # Two distant 111 54/100 feet westerly from the easterly limit of said Lot 
# 2; 
 
THENCE northerly in a straight line to the north-west angle of the East Half of said Lot #1; 
 
THENCE southerly along the dividing line between the east and west halves of said Lots Number 
One and Two to the place of beginning. 
(Registered instrument #379267). 
 
DATE OF CONSTRUCTION: 1886 
 
ARCHITECT: William Blackwell (of the firm, Ranney and Blackwell) 
 
CONTRACTOR: William McMaster 
 
CARPENTER: James Steele 
 
SITE AND SETTING: Situated in the eastern section of Peterborough (formerly the Village of 
Ashburnham), 83 Robinson Street is in an area of dwelling houses with the exception of a 
separate school located directly across Robinson Street to the north. 
 
SIGNIFICANCE: Designed by Peterborough's nationally famed architect William Blackwell, this 
house is the best example of the "Bracketed" Italianate style of architecture in the city. Among the 
abundant architectural details are five different sizes of brackets, a circular corner tower, a large 
dormer, and numerous tall narrow windows many of which contain stained and painted glass. The 
house was built for John C. Sullivan, the founder of Ashburnham's Sullivan's Pharmacy and in the 
1940's, it housed the Sisters of the Precious Blood of the Roman Catholic Diocese. 
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: Like most land in the Ashburnham area, the lots now containing 83 
Robinson Street originally went from the Crown to the Honourable Zaccheus Burnham, from 
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Cobourg, who was in charge of surveying the land in the old Newcastle District. On December 10, 
1856, Burnham sold the lots to Robinson Moore and over the next thirty years it would change 
owners many times before John C. Sullivan would buy it as the site for his large home. (See 
Appendix #1 for the Chain of Title). 
 
Shortly after securing the Robinson Street lots, Mr. Sullivan hired the services of one of 
Peterborough's most illustrious architects, William Blackwell. Mr. Blackwell studied architecture in 
Toronto with his cousin Walter Strickland and practiced several years on the Canadian prairies 
before returning to Peterborough to design such buildings as the McWilliams-Harstone House at 
565 Water Street. It is interesting to note that Mr. Blackwell designed the Sullivan House while a 
partner with the firm of Ranney and Blackwell, which existed for only a short time in Peterborough. 
The Peterborough Examiner on May 12, 1886 describes this house as follows: "Messr's Ranney 
and Blackwell have also prepared plans for a handsome residence for Mr. John C. Robinson who 
proposes building on Robinson Street, Ashburnham. The building will be of fine red brick, three 
stories high with a tower." 
 
The building, which took place during the summer and fall of 1886, was not without its problems. 
Mr. Sullivan hired William McMaster as the contractor and James Steele for all carpentry work, 
neither of which could get along with the other. In a financial dispute, Mr. Steele placed a 
construction lien on the property holding up building for a short time (#1180). However the problem 
was soon cleared up and the work completed in good time. 
 
Born in Ontario in 1850, John C. Sullivan was of Irish descent. His grandparents came to the area 
in 1825 from Ireland with the Peter Robinson Immigration and settled in Ennismore. One of 10 
children born to Bridget and John C. Sullivan Sr., Sullivan became a grocer by trade and opened a 
store in Ashburnham. The store stood on the site of the present day Sullivan's Pharmacy on 
Hunter Street East. Before building the Robinson Street house, Sullivan and his Irish born wife 
Mary lived in rooms over the store. The couple had several children. Benson, Frederick, Vincent 
and Victor all worked in their father's store while Genevieve became a school teacher. The other 
Sullivan daughters were Mary Ailene, Mary Frances and Mary Louise. It was Victor and Vincent 
who later changed the grocery store into a pharmacy. 
 
Various members of the Sullivan family lived in the house until February 24, 1936 when Mary 
Ailene and Genevieve Sullivan sold it to the Roman Catholic Episcopal Corporation for the 
Diocese of Peterborough. On February 1, 1941 the house was conveyed to the Sisters of the 
Precious Blood of the Diocese of Peterborough. For the next 12 years it was a convent for the 
nuns whose principal occupation was making wafers for Holy Communion. Following the 
occupation by the nuns, the house changed ownership several times over a number of years. 
James E. Lillico, who purchased it on June 19, 1953, sold it the 
following year to Samuel Moldaver. On December 5, 1955 George W.C. 
Carphin bought the residence followed again by Mr. Lillico. Patrick V. 
and Emma Crowley were the owners from 1957 until 1962 and James A. and Margaret Golaska 
from 1962 to 1967. On February 7, 1967, Anthony R., Samuel and Nancy Lagana bought it and for 
a number of years it was used as a boarding house. It was during this period that a fire damaged 
part of the third floor. This, however, was quickly repaired. Finally on November 4, 1981 the 
Laganas sold it to John and Theresa Topic, both professors at Trent University, who are presently 
restoring it as a single family dwelling. 
 
ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION FOR DESIGNATION BY-LAW: The house is a very large two 
and one half storey red brick structure. It is best regarded as designed in the "Bracketed" Italianate 
style. Brackets are indeed the most interesting architectural feature of this building which displays 
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no fewer than five different sizes of brackets. The tower and dormers contribute further Italianate 
architectural features. Its size and volume make it one of the largest homes in the city. The ceiling 
height on the ground floor is about 12 feet and the exterior openings attest to this fact. There are a 
great many windows which are all extremely tall and narrow; the upper sashes of those on the 
upper two storeys are edged with stained and painted glass. 
 
The building has a three bay, centre hall plan, and sits on a dressed stone foundation. On the 
foundation wall sits three wythes of brick. A brick plinth sheds water on the base and the brick 
lintels above all the openings are white clay brick in sharp contrast to the red brick. On the north 
west corner rises an octagonal tower with four dormer windows at the top. The roof is a low 
pitched hip roof. Again, the many sized brackets at the soffits, gable and under the portico of the 
central dormer contribute to the building's character. 
 
A new two and one half storey enclosed verandah has been added to the west side facilitating 
private access to the third floor. This verandah incorporates the brackets which were relocated 
from the original west facade of the house. 
 
The interior includes two hand painted stained glass windows at the landing of the main centre hall 
stairway. 
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