
How does a historical atlas differ 
from a regular atlas? Whereas 

a traditional atlas contains detailed 
topographies and geopolitical 
landscapes, as well as an index, a 
historical atlas chronicles history 
through the above plus old 
maps, charts, and photographs, 
all accompanied by explanatory 
texts or essays. This rich multi-
faceted combination leads to 
a greater understanding of the 
evolving geopolitical landscape of 
a particular area within a certain 
time framework.

Renowned award-winning 
historian Derek Hayes, who has 
a string of successful historical 
atlases under his belt, once again 
brings the colourful past to life 
through stunning maps, rare 
historical documents and rich 
stories — the facinating story 
of British Columbia. Having a 
passion for old maps and what 
they can reveal about the past, 
he has recently published British 
Columbia: A New Historical 
Atlas specifically focusing on the 
province, quite different from the 
previous one that also included 
the Pacific Northwest and Alaska.  
 
Just how widely read are Derek’s 
historical atlases? His Historical Atlas 
of the Pacific Northwest, for example, 

has sold over 30,000 copies.

Derek will introduce his new British 
Columbia atlas at the November 
speaker’s meeting.  
 

Trained as a geographer at the 
University of Hull in England and at 
the University of British Columbia, 

he worked for a time as a planner 
with the City of Vancouver Planning 
Department. Derek Hayes, who 
now lives in White Rock, was for 
a number of years a columnist for 
Fine Books & Collections magazine. 

He currently is president of the 
Historical Map Society of British 
Columbia. Derek’s previous 
publications include: Historical 
Atlas of Washington and Oregon 
(2011), Historical Atlas of the 
North American Railroad (2010), 
Historical Atlas of the American 
West (2009), Historical Atlas of 
Toronto (2009), Historical Atlas 
of California (2007), Historical 
Atlas of the United States 
(2006), Canada: An Illustrated 
History (2004), Historical Atlas 
of Vancouver and the Lower 
Fraser Valley (2005), America 
Discovered: a Historical Atlas 
of North American Exploration 
(2004), Historical Atlas of the 
Arctic (2003), Canada: Canada’s 
History Illustrated with Original 
Maps (2002), First Crossing: 
Alexander Mackenzie, His 
Expedition Across North America 
and the Opening of a Continent 
(2001), Historical Atlas of the 
North Pacific Ocean (2001), 
and Historical Atlas of British 

Columbia and the Pacific Northwest 
(1999) 

Bruce M. Watson
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Since parking generated several responses in our 
recent survey, both about what is best and worst 

about our meeting location, I’ll take this opportunity 
to remind everyone to be particularly mindful while 
parking. The attendants will ticket even the silliest-
seeming violation…as at least one of our members 
recently discovered.

Though the parking lot is usually quite empty, 
please ensure you are parked squarely within the 
lines of the parking space. Being a little over the 
painted line on either side, or front or back (or 
“sticking out” past the “entrance” to a space!), will 
earn you a $40 ticket…which increases to $100 if 
unpaid for 30 days.

Please also ensure you leave your payment 
verification stub on your vehicle’s dashboard — 
face up! Accidentally putting it “face down” will 
also result in a ticket if the attendant cannot read it.

For the same reason, please make sure the stub does 
not accidentally blow away onto the floor as you 
close the door of your vehicle. Sometimes even a 
gust of wind can whip past and stir things up, so 
please take one last look at your dashboard before 
you leave the parking lot!

And it begins to get dark in the early evening, now 
that autumn’s daylight saving time has passed. 
The payment machines can be poorly-lit and 
unnecessarily complicated, but please do not give 
up in frustration! If it is too dark or the machine too 
finicky, please ask the Museum staff for assistance. 
You will get a ticket if you do not pay!

And if any generous soul would like to volunteer to 
assist folks with working the machines from 7:00-
7:30pm before the monthly meetings, please let me 
know! A large umbrella, flashlight, parking machine 
tutorial, reserved VIP seat for the presentation, and 
my eternal gratitude will be forthcoming!

Scott Anderson, President
sanderson@vancouver-historical-society.ca

President’s Notes

Aaron Chapman  Rosheen O’Donnell           Jo Pleshakov

Welcome New & Returning VHS Members

allowed me to ride the elevator on my own from the age of nine or 
ten, relieving me at last from having to climb the stairs to the fourth 
floor when I came home from school.

        Even if Robson Street was not the crowded thoroughfare that it is 
today, it was certainly busy enough that the three or four kids who 
lived in the building at any time could not play in it very well, except 
for riding tricycles up and down it. Our after-school play took place 
in that main front courtyard leading in from Thurlow Street. In those 
days, Thurlow was a West End side street, not the crowded through 
street it is today, although I do recall the boulevard south of Robson 
being removed pretty early in my life to widen the street when it was 
turned into a one-way thoroughfare. When one enters the Manhattan 
today, one walks up stairs right at Thurlow Street (the basement floor 
being set half above ground level). But one can still clearly discern 
that the original stairs were at the actual front door, since the balus-
trades at each side of the front door now start a graceful downward 
glide but suddenly disappear, apparently underground. This front en-
tranceway, with stairs in front and the still surviving columns holding 
up an inaccessible balcony above, used to serve as the “stage” for our 
pretend theatricals, while a no longer surviving metal railing on the 
north side of the courtyard which, in its turn, suddenly disappeared 
under ground, or actually under a covering, probably wood covered 
with some kind of tarpaulin, was the royal box in our pretend theatre. 
But if we were playing cops and robbers instead of theatre, then the 
little spaces on each side between the main-stair balustrades and the 
jutting out half-bay windows, which both the suites on the main floor 
had in that bed or sitting room, served as a pretend gaol.

        That railing, which disappeared underground and served as a the-
atrical “box” for our playtime, led down to a now closed-off door, 
which in years past had once been the entrance to a restaurant in the 
basement of the Manhattan. (Early photographs of the building show 
the glassed-in penthouse on the roof of the northwest corner that 
was also a very early restaurant.) There’s a restaurant in the base-
ment now again, but in my childhood, this was a big room next to the 
laundry room. Here, all the tenants were assigned a two-hour period 
once a week to do their washing. My mother’s time was 8 to 10 each 
Friday morning, although in later years she got this changed to 10 to 
noon. I remember helping occasionally (out of school terms), finally 
being allowed, when I was trusted not to get my fingers caught, to 
guide the laundry through the wringer. (Only much later did a front-
loading automatic washer with a window to view the suds whirling 
about replace the wringer-washers.) More often, my services were 
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employed in that bigger room, the drying room in the days before 
automatic dryers. Here the tenants put up lines and lines of laundry to 
hang for twenty-four hours, if not exactly in the breezes of the open 
air, certainly not contributing to the pollution which we are told is the 
product of today’s modern electric dryers.

        Before its refurbishment in 1979, the Manhattan was endowed with 
what was surely a unique feature, not found in any other apartment 
building — a huge, open freight elevator attached to the balcony and 
fire escape on the back at the northeast wing. It provided the means 
by which furniture could be easily brought in or removed from the 
building (that dinky elevator cage would have been a nightmare or 
simply impossible). It was here that my mother used to send me out, 
among my chores, to shake mops over and beat carpets on the gate 
of the freight elevator, which could slide up and down, so it was on 
these occasions that I could gaze at the back of the majestic (new) 
Hotel Vancouver, see the time on the Vancouver Block clock, and, 
in later years, watch as the metal frame of the Burrard Building rose 
over the former site of the Palomar Supper Club (which had itself, 
long before my time, replaced the Wesley Methodist Church!), while 
the new building’s west wall also rose, brick by yellow brick.

        The backyard at the foot of this elevator, in the right angle formed 
by the main building and the annex on Robson Street, was also a 
play area for the children of the building, but a quieter one than the 
courtyard on the front. Here we could be little planners and architects 
of our own, moving the earth around to form miniature streets. Here 
also, beside a tiny garage on the property, was the burial site for any 
deceased pet bird.

        My earliest memory of Robson Street itself is a distinctive sound 
rather than any image. Because we lived just one block into the 
West End, I cannot, except for one vague recollection, remember 
taking the streetcar on Robson; rather, we, that is, my mother taking 
me, simply walked east on Robson Street and turned onto Granville 
going past the arched windows on the dark east side of the old Hotel 
Vancouver on the way to the Hudson’s Bay Company (where Mom 
often treated me to malted milk at a counter in the basement beside 
the escalators), from where we could continue walking to Spencer’s 
(and its Christmas train), or Eaton’s, as it became in 1948, and then 
even on to Woodward’s. So, because the B. C. Electric Railway, in 
Dal Grauer’s “Rails to Rubber” campaign, removed streetcars very 
early from Robson Street (the third major abandonment after Fraser 
and Davie Streets), my only recollection of the streetcars on Robson 
itself is their sound at nighttime, a sound  which I could hear even 
from inside our suite in that courtyard on Thurlow Street. The cars 
would clank up to Thurlow, hiss as they came to a stop, unroll their 
folding steps with a rattle, rattle the steps back up again, and then 
resume their journey clattering on their way.

The VHS invites everyone (including non-members) 
to attend our monthly talks. The talks are free and 
are held at the Museum of Vancouver, 1100 Chestnut 
Street (close to Vanier Park) at 7:30pm on the fourth 
Thursday of every month except June, July, August, 
December). 

Thursday, Jan. 24, 2013 - 7:30pm
Vancouver’s Duke of Connaught’s Own Rifles
Speaker: Colonel (retired) Keith Maxwell OMM, ED
What began in Victoria in 1883 as the British 
Columbia Provisional Regiment of Garrison 
Artillery in 1900, evolved into the 6th Regiment, 
Duke of Connaught’s Own Rifles with headquarters 
in Vancouver. The Beatty Drill Hall became 
its home in 1901. One of its members was J.S. 
Matthews, Vancouver’s future Archivist. Designated 
the British Columbia Regiment (Duke of 
Connaught’s Own) (DCO) in 1920, it still basically 
retains the same name and is universally known 
as the “Dukes.” Learn more about its fascinating 
history. 

Thursday, Feb. 28, 2013
At the World’s Edge — Curt Lang’s 
Vancouver 1937-1998
Speaker: Claudia Cornwall
Poet, artist, photographer, boat builder, fisherman, 
entrepreneur, software developer would all 
describe the multi-talented Curt Lang. Writer 
Claudia Cornwall introduces us to this fascinating 
Vancouverite and his many works.  

Thursday, March 28, 2013
Alvo von Alvensleben: Vancouver’s 
Flamboyant Entrepreneur
Speaker: Eve Lazarus
Alvo von Alvensleben, son of a highly placed 
German count, entrepreneur, and Vancouver booster 
of great flamboyance arrived in the city in 1904 
with four dollars in his pocket. He became one of 
Vancouver's legendary and wealthiest characters. 
Rumours of him being a German spy forced 
Alvensleben to move to Seattle where he could not 
duplicate his Vancouver successes. To be concluded in the January issue
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There was one unique feature shared by suite 39 and the three 
suites below it. While the suites on the other side of the front 

courtyard had an interesting curved wall between this big bed 
or sitting room and the public corridor, suite 39 and its fellows 
below had a square cut out of this room. This was because an 
elevator to serve this four-storey building had obviously been 
an afterthought. In order to install it, some space had to be taken 
from the suites that adjoined it and, even at that, much of the 
elevator shaft had to be installed in front of one of the side win-
dows on each side of the big stained-glass window in the central 
part of the public hallway on each floor. One could see and reach 
in behind the elevator shaft and look at this window, but while it 

may have been possible to dust it, it would have been pretty diffi-
cult actually to wash it! Those four suites also endured the noise 
of the elevator constantly running up and down all day (and all 
night). But that window in our back bedroom also allowed me 
to hear when the elevator was running and to turn out my light 
just in case the noise of the elevator meant that my parents were 
returning when I was supposed to be asleep.

        The elevator itself was a metal cage with a gate inside and a big 
sliding iron door with a cloudy wired-glass window on each 
floor outside. Both of these doors had to be closed manually in 
order for the elevator to run. If anyone inadvertently left either 
door ajar, the elevator would of course not move and the next 
user would have to climb the stairs, discover on which floor the 
elevator had been left with one or other door open, and close 
the doors firmly. The elevator, by the way, did not travel to the 
basement. That space was taken up with whatever works were 
necessary for the bottom of the elevator since, as I mentioned, 
the whole thing had been an idea subsequent to the design of 
the building. If it had been desired that the elevator serve the 
basement, a hole would have had to be dug below the level of 
the basement to contain those necessary works, and this would 
doubtless have been either too expensive or perhaps even impos-
sible once the building was already constructed.

        There was a set of instructions for the operation of the elevator 
posted in the car prohibiting anybody under the age of twelve 
from operating it (which, once one had got the doors successfully 
shut, involved only pushing a little metal button for the desired 
floor). I may boast, however, that I apparently showed sufficient 
evidence of responsibility that the building superintendent
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Growing Up in the Manhattan Apartments 
in the 1940s and 1950s (Part 2)

Continued on Page 2 second column

VHS member Richard Toporoski grew up in the iconic Manhattan apartment building at the corner of Robson and Thurlow in the 
1940s and 1950s. He wrote down his memories in an essay, which we are pleased to present. Through Richard’s story, we go inside 
the building the way it was. Join him and his playmates and relive life on Robson as it was 50 to 70 years ago. Due to its length, 
Richard’s article is being published in several installments. This is the second installment. The first was in the October 2012 
newsletter.                                                                                                                                           – Jim McGraw, Newsletter Editor  

By Richard Toporoski

The Manhattan Apartments sometime in the 1910s
Photo: City of Vancouver Archives AM54-S4-1- Richard Broadbridge, photographer


