
STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
POWER HOUSE
2040 WEST MALL
THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

30 NOVEMBER 2016



POWER HOUSE 		                                               30 NOVEMBER 2016

2

INTRODUCTION
The Power House comprises the or ig inal  1925 bui ld ing plus three major 
addi t ions – the 1947 addi t ion at  the south end of  the or ig inal  bui ld ing, 
and two Modernist  addi t ions at  the southwest corner,  f in ished in 1961 and 
1970. The or ig inal  bui ld ing houses Generators #1 to #3; the 1961 and 1970 
addi t ions accommodated Generators #4 and #5.

The bui ld ing and i ts addi t ions were designed to house the generators used 
to produce and distr ibute steam for the heat ing of  campus bui ld ings.  Fuels 
changed over the l i fespan of  the faci l i ty,  start ing wi th coal ,  but  moving to oi l 
then gas.  Older parts of  the bui ld ing have st i l l -act ive pumping equipment 
as wel l  as redundant generators;  the southwest addi t ions house two large 
generators that  wi l l  soon be decommissioned, as the Universi ty moves 
from steam to a more sustainable distr ict  hot  water energy system. 

Housed with the or ig inal  bui ld ing at  i ts  north end is the Universi ty ’s 
potable water pumping stat ion,  for  which there are no plans or budget for 
re locat ion.
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CHRONOLOGY
1925		  Original  bui ld ing constructed as part  of  the in i t ia l  campus
		  bui ld ing program; the bui ld ing featured:
			   •  Main hal l  wi th 2 coal- f i red steam-generat ing boi lers
			   •  Coal  del ivery and storage faci l i t ies
			   •  Ductwork and equipment to distr ibute steam to
			     campus bui ld ings

			   •  Prominent faceted chimney

1947		  Third generator (from decommissioned ship) instal led

1947		  Addi t ion off  south end of  bui ld ing for addi t ional  machinery

1950s		 Boi lers 1 and 3 converted from being coal- f i red to oi l - f i red

1961		  Addition westward off south end of building to house one large 		
		  new steam generator and associated piping and equipment
			   •  Design associated with Barry Downs at  Thompson		
			     Berwick & Prat t

1965		  Boi ler 2 converted from being coal-f ired to natural gas-f ired,		
		  and Boilers 1 - 3 converted from oi l- f i red to natural gas-f ired

1970		  Second addi t ion extends 1961 addi t ion,  employing ident ical  	
		  exter ior  detai l ing (relocat ion of  west windows?),  to house		
		  second large steam generator.

1973		  Generator No.3 burns,  and subsequent ly decommissioned

2015-17	 Decommissioning of  the steam generator plant

			   •  Generators 1 and 2 decommissioned fol lowing 		
    			     commissioning of  new distr ict  hot  water generat ion		
			     system, ADES.
			   •  Potable water pump system at north end of  1926 		
			     bui ld ing cont inues to be an essent ia l  p iece of 
			     infrastructure wi th no funding in place for i ts  
			     replacement

	

3.

Top: 1961 addition (UBC 104.1/57)
Bottom: 1970 addition (UBC 41.1/1615)

c.1950 view of Power House (UBC 3.1 /886)

1925 views of Power House 
     Top: from the southeast (UBC 3.1/885)
     Bottom: from the northwest (UBC 1.1/1559)
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STATEMENT OF 
SIGNIFICANCE
Description

The Power House at  2040 West Mal l  comprises the or ig inal  1925 bui ld ing 
wi th i ts prominent chimney, the compat ib le 1947 addi t ion at  the south end of 
the or ig inal  bui ld ing,  and the ident ical ly-detai led 1961 and 1970 addi t ions 
at  i ts  southwest corner that  are dist inguished from ear l ier  bui ld ing parts by 
v i r tue of  their  Modernist  sty l ing.   

The Power House is surrounded by the Henry Angus Bui ld ing,  the Kl inck 
Bui ld ing,  the Somerset and Binning Studios,  and the Old Fire Hal l  on the 
block def ined by Main and West Mal ls,  Agr icul tural  Road and Universi ty 
Boulevard at  the heart  of  The Universi ty of  Br i t ish Columbia’s Point  Grey 
Campus.

Heritage Value

The Power House is valued for i ts campus locat ion and physical  set t ing, 
i ts  compound exter ior  form and character,  i ts  voluminous inter ior  spaces 
and their  power generat ion/distr ibut ion equipment,  i ts  associat ion wi th 
the archi tects,  and i ts endur ing campus presence that symbol izes UBC’s 
independence as an inst i tut ion – al l  values that contr ibute to the bui ld ing 
being a unique record of  the universi ty ’s or ig ins,  expansion and evolv ing 
cul ture.

Steaming chimney stacks have made the Power House a prominent and 

Interior of combined 1961 and 1970 additions1925 main hall with west window wall showing 
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endur ing campus presence since The Universi ty ’s f i rst  years at 
Point  Grey. The or ig inal  port ion of  the bui ld ing is a part  of  the very 
ear l iest  c luster of  bui ld ings on campus, along with the Science 
bui ld ing ( today part  of  the Chemistry bui ld ing),  the Library,  and the 
nine “semi-permanent”  bui ld ings (Arts,  Agr icul ture,  Appl ied Science, 
Administrat ion,  the Audi tor ium, four laboratory/workshop bui ld ings) 
and the Old Fire Hal l .  With these other inaugural  structures,  the 
Power House helps mark the physical  scope of  the ear l iest  campus.

The Power House is a commanding physical  presence in the inter ior 
of  the block bounded by Main and West Mal ls,  Agr icul tural  Road and 
Universi ty Boulevard – an is land of  bui ld ing in a f ie ld def ined by 
bui ld ings at  the block’s per imeter. 

For displaying i ts funct ion as a heat generat ion system for campus 
bui ld ings,  the Power House symbol ized the histor ical  independence 
and isolat ion of  the UBC Point  Grey campus – both def in ing 
character ist ics of  the campus and the inst i tut ion f rom i ts incept ion, 
and seen as key to the inst i tut ion’s ideal  intel lectual  l i fe and cul ture.

The Power House is an excel lent  record in one bui ld ing of  the 
emerging Modernism of postwar campus archi tecture .  The or ig inal 
bui ld ing,  designed in the Col legiate Gothic sty le,  represents the 
str iv ing for  t radi t ional  respectabi l i ty  in the ear ly years.  I ts 1961 
and 1970 Modernist  addi t ions are part  of  the postwar aesthet ic 
break from that ear l ier  t radi t ional ism; the glassy t ransparency of 
the Modernist  addi t ions,  dramat ical ly displaying their  generator 
equipment and funct ions,  ref lects the dynamism and openness of 
the Universi ty fo l lowing the war.

The Power House is a ver i table museum of the steam generat ion: 
i ts generators,  ducts,  valves,  and pumps and their  associated 
instrumentat ion al l  d isplay the evolv ing history of  steam-dr iven 
distr ict  heat ing using coal ,  then fuel  o i l  and f inal ly natural  gas.  The 
equipment is valued for represent ing state-of- the-art  technologies 
at  var ious t imes in th is history of  fossi l  fuel- f i red steam generat ion, 
and also valued for i ts use as an educat ional  tool  for  mechanical 
engineer ing students dur ing the faci l i ty ’s working l i fe.  

The Power House inter ior  is  a rar i ty for  i ts  pure v isual  impact. 
Navigat ing through the complex array of  colour-coded mechanical 
equipment,  ductwork,  gauges and electronic equipment on open 
steel  decking and staircases at  varying levels wi th in huge volumes 
of  open inter ior  space – al l  l i t  dramat ical ly by expansive window 
wal ls – is to exper ience a succession of  extraordinary,  somet imes 
vert ig inous, inter ior  v istas. 

The Power House is valued for i ts associat ion wi th the Vancouver 
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archi tectural  f i rm, Sharp & Thompson ( later Thompson Berwick & Prat t ) .  
The f i rm designed the campus plan in 1913,  a l l  of  the or ig inal  campus 
bui ld ings (except ing the Old Fire Hal l ,  designed by the Publ ic Works 
Department)   and most of  the bui ld ings on campus up unt i l  the 1970s. The 
bui ld ing is also important for  having i ts 1961 and 1970 Modernist  addi t ions 
designed by the local ly prominent archi tect ,  Barry Downs, whi le he was 
pract ic ing at  TB&P.

Character-defining Elements

• 	 Proximity to other founding bui ld ings of  the campus, most v is ib ly the 
Old Fire Hal l  to i ts immediate west

• 	 Sett ing in a space bounded by a c luster of  bui ld ings on the per imeter 
of  the campus block

•	 Original  1925 bui ld ing
•	 Large open volume of  the main hal l
• 	 Large steel  windows and clerestory windows 
• 	 Rooms and f i t t ings that display the del ivery and handl ing of  coal 

as the or ig inal  fuel  of  the generators
•	 Steel  f rame structure,  concrete and masonry exter ior  wal ls
• 	 Window, door and exter ior  detai l ing in Col legiate Gothic sty le
•	 Eight-s ided chimney with subt le t radi t ional  detai l ing in rel ief
• 	 Exter ior  detai l ing f raming main doorways
•	 Remnants of  canopy over coal  chutes (north facade)
•	 Floor plates that  do not extend to the exter ior  wal ls
• 	 Restrained exter ior  ornamentat ion:  chequered terracotta t i l ing

•	 1947 Addi t ion
•	 Restrained exter ior  detai l ing compat ib le wi th or ig inal  1925 

bui ld ing
•	 1961 and 1970 Addi t ions

•	 Modernist  exter ior  detai l ing,  including the display of  mechanical 
systems inside and out 

• 	 High open volume of  space
•	 Large expanses of  c lear glazing facing west,  a l lowing visual 

connect ion to generator equipment,  ductwork,  and vent stacks and 
act iv i ty inside

•	 Anci l lary hor izontal  and vert ical  str ips of  fenestrat ion
•	 Coffered concrete cei l ing/roof structure
•	 Floor plates that  do not extend to the exter ior  wal ls

• 	 General  bui ld ing elements
•	 Decking, staircases, and gangways suspended in high spaces
•	 Steam generat ion equipment,  including Generator #3 re-purposed 

from a marine vessel
• 	 Fuel  supply infrastructure
•	 Ductwork,  pumps, valves,  instrumentat ion
•	 Colour-coded of  equipment and infrastructure	

Intangible Character-defining Elements
• 	 History of  mechanical  engineer ing learning
•	 HIstory of  power generat ion using coal ,  o i l  and natural  gas
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Top:	 Generator #3
Middle:	 Pressure graph
Bottom: 	 1970 addition west window

Archival images from UBC Archives of Power 
House construction (completed 1925)
Top:  	 (UBC 1.1/1785)
Middle:	 (UBC 1.1/1787)
Bottom:	 (UBC 1.1/1782)
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Top:  	 Sharp & Thompson drawing of the 1925 building
Bottom:	 (UBC 104.1/54)
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The first campus buildings, 1925, including the Power House	 (photo on wall in Old Fire Hall)
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