
Heritage Property Program Evaluation Criteria 

6. RELATIONSHIP TO SURROUNDING AREA

Points Comments 

6 - 10 The building is an important architectural asset contributing to the heritage 

character of the surrounding area. 

1 - 5 The Architecture is compatible with the surrounding area and maintains its 

heritage character. 

0 Does not contribute to the character of the surrounding area. 

* Maximum score of 10 points in this category.



Heritage Property Program Evaluation Criteria 

SCORING SUMMARY 

Property Date Reviewed Reviewer 

SCORE NECESSARY FOR DESIGNATION     50 

Designation Recommended? YES NO 

COMMENTS:   ______________ 
______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Criterion 
Highest Possible 

Score 

Score 

Awarded 

1. Age 25 

2. a) Relationship to Important Occasions,

Institutions, Personages or Groups   OR 

2. b) Important, Unique Architectural Style, or

Highly Representative of an Era

20 

3. Significance of Architect or Builder 10 

4. a) Architectural Merit:

Construction type/building technology 
10 

4. b) Architectural Merit: Style 10 

5. Architectural Integrity 15 

6. Relationship to Surrounding Area 10 

Total 100 
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Age 
The following report was largely informed by the Halifax Board of School Commissioners School 
Sites and Building Committee records from 1914-1929 (Halifax Municipal Archives 102-53-5).  
 
5450 Russell Street Halifax is located within the block bound by Russell Street to the north, 
Gottingen Street to the west, Galley Lane to the south and Vincent Street to the east. 
 
In February 1916, the Halifax Board of School Commissioners’ School Sites and Building 
Committee began exploring using the site at the corner of Russell and Gottingen Streets for a 
new boys’ school, after a devastating fire at Young Street School the month prior. The ‘fireproof 
brick’ building was expected to cost approximately $107,387 to construct. The City of Halifax 
accepted the transfer of the site of the Young Street school for the acquisition of the property at 
the southeast corner of Gottingen and Russell Streets that same year. In April 1916, architect 
Walter Johannes Busch presented plans to the Commissioners for a ten-department school which 
was accepted with minor modifications. The construction was largely complete that same year 
(Figure 1). The school is first listed in the 1916 McAlpine City Directory, and historical mapping 
shows the block as vacant until the 1918 Assessment Map (Figure 2).  
 
The school and surrounding area were devastatingly impacted by the Halifax Explosion. 
Alexander McKay School was heavily damaged by the Explosion and at least 55 pupils were 
killed. The Halifax Relief Commission installed a temporary ‘shack’ behind the school, initially 
used as a dining hall for reconstruction workers and later as classrooms (Figure 3 and Figure 4). 
Busch provided a quote in February 1918 for explosion repair work at Alexander McKay, which 
included plaster work, repairs to roof and stairs, new windows, entrances, fences, library 
bookcases, etc. for a total cost of $33,187. The repairs were completed in late 1918. The school 
ultimately cost $114,840.45 to construct (approximately $2.1 million today; Figure 5).  
 
The subject property has been owned by Shambhala School Society since 2000. The Shambhala 
School, formerly Alexander McKay School, was constructed in 1916.  
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Figure 1: Alexander McKay School circa 1916 (Source: Halifax Municipal Archives) 

 
Figure 2: 1918 Assessment Map showing the corner of Gottingen and Russell Streets. Alexander McKay 

School is visible at the top right. 
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Figure 3: Temporary Dining Hall for Reconstruction Workers behind Alexander McKay School, 1918 (Source: 

Nova Scotia Archives) 

 
Figure 4: Reconstruction Workers with Alexander McKay School behind them, 1918 (Source: Nova Scotia 

Archives) 
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Figure 5: Total Cost for Construction of Alexander McKay School, 1918 (Source: Board of School 

Commissioners School Sites and Building Committee Records) 
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Historical or Architectural Importance 
Relationship to Important Occasions, Institutions, Personages or Groups  
 
Alexander McKay (1814-1917) 
The school was named after Alexander McKay, who served as Supervisor of Halifax Public 
Schools from 1883 to 1916 (Figure 6 and Figure 7).  
 
Alexander McKay (1841-1917) was born in Earltown, Nova Scotia in 1841 to Thomas and Mary 
McKay. He began teaching in Pictou County in 1856, and two years later, graduated from the 
provincial Normal school in Truro. McKay moved to Dartmouth in 1872 as principal of schools and 
was appointed teacher of mathematics and physical science at Halifax High School in 1880. In 
1883, he resigned from this position to become supervisor of Halifax city schools. As supervisor, 
McKay advocated for proper heating and ventilation in school buildings, public high schools, 
manual training and domestic arts, the kindergarten movement, and the need for professionally 
trained teachers (Dictionary of Canadian Biography 2013). In 1890, he introduced instruction in 
musical theory, callisthenics and drill. That next year, Halifax became the first city in Canada to 
establish a full manual training program at the secondary school level.  
 
McKay served as secretary and member of the board of directors at the Victoria School of Art and 
Design and worked closely with Anna Harriette Leonowens to promote art education for teachers, 
industrial drawing, and art appreciation. The Local Council of Women, with support from McKay, 
developed a cookery school for girls, implemented a school-garden program, the city’s first 
supervised playground, and sought female representation on the Halifax Board of School 
Commissioners (Dictionary of Canadian Biography 2013). In 1907, McKay implemented the first 
medical and dental inspection service for city schools in the Maritimes, followed by an 
appointment of school nurses. He collaborated with Frederick Henry Sexton in developing the 
Halifax Evening Technical School. McKay established the Teachers’ Protective Union, 
superannuation pensions, and formalized training for local teachers.  
 
Despite this progressiveness, McKay supported the wishes of his predecessors and developed 
segregated schools for Halifax’s black students during his tenure as Supervisor (Yorke 1998). As 
noted by Gordon Pollock (2018), it was the Halifax Board of School Commissioner’s (the ‘Board’) 
policy to maintain separate schools based on race. During McKay’s tenure, the Board passed 
motions to develop school accommodations for the ‘colored’ children in the city, and the ‘colored’ 
children ‘shall attend only such schools so provided for their separate use’. Another motion noted 
that once these accommodations were provided, no ‘colored’ children shall be admitted into any 
other schools’. McKay advised teachers to ‘treat colored children the same as others, but to give 
them seats apart from the white pupils’ in a meeting with the Committee on Teachers in 1908 
(Pollock 2018). Due to McKay’s support forracial segregation of Halifax’s schools, staff included 
his biography here simply to inform the full history of Alexander McKay School. Staff recommend 
that the historical associations with Alexander McKay not be considered as contributing to  the 
historical value of the property. 
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Figure 6: Undated photo of Alexander McKay (Source: Nova Scotia Archives) 

 
Figure 7: Alexander McKay, Supervisor of Halifax Public Schools from 1883 to 1916 (Source: Board of School 

Commissioners) 
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Figure 17: North and east elevation of the rear addition (May 1, 2024) 

 
Figure 18: Stucco cladding and granite and rubblestone foundation (May 1, 2024) 
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Figure 19: Inscription Stone as visible from the north elevation of original building (May 1, 2024) 

 

 
Figure 20: Double-leaf, wood and glazed entrance on the north elevation with multiple-light flat transom and 

shaped transom above, and granite columns with plinths (May 1, 2024) 
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Figure 21: West Elevation double-leaf wood entrance with flat transom and granite piers (May 1, 2024) 

 

 
Figure 22: Double-leaf wood entrance with blinded transom on the east elevation (May 1, 2024) 
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Architectural Integrity 
The institutional building at 5450 Russell Street has a moderate level of integrity. Based on visual 
inspection and original architectural blueprints by W.J. Busch (Figure 23 to Figure 25Figure 4), 
the following modifications have been made to the building since its initial construction in 1916: 
 

• Red brick has been parged with stucco;  
• A rear addition was constructed circa 1958 
• Changes to the transom above the north elevation entrance; 
• Removal of dentil trim separating the first and second storey and brick piers at the north 

elevation; 
• Windows have been replaced with five pane; 
• Decorative cornice with brackets has been removed;  
• Decorative brick detailing along some portions of the above-ground foundation have been 

removed; 
• Voussoirs with keystones have been removed from first-storey windows; 
• Entablature surrounding the west elevation has been removed; and,  
• Some doors and windows have been blinded.  

Although Busch’s architectural blueprints are labelled ‘St. Joseph’s Boys School’, the massing, 
design and form matches the existing school on the subject site and historical photographs of the 
school. Further, the date correlates with the construction of Alexander McKay School (St. 
Joseph’s School was built in 1904), and the school was named for Alexander McKay 
posthumously, after the school was built.  
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Figure 23: Original Blueprints by W.J. Busch depicting front elevation (Source: Nova Scotia Archives) 

 
Figure 24: Original Blueprints by W.J. Busch depicting rear elevation (Source: Nova Scotia Archives) 
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Figure 25: Original Blueprints by W.J. Busch depicting side elevation (Source: Nova Scotia Archives) 
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Relationship to Surrounding Area 
The institutional building at 5450 Russell Street has physical, historical and visual relationships 
with the surrounding area (Figure 26 to Figure 29). It serves as a landmark as one of the few 
historical masonry buildings in the area and is surrounded by institutional uses in an otherwise 
predominately residential area (i.e., St. Joseph’s School (once rebuilt), St. Mark’s Church, United 
Memorial Church). The school also has physical, historical and visual relationships with St. Mark’s 
Church, as another W.J. Busch designed institutional building of a similar era.  
 
 

 
Figure 26: View near Russell Street and Gottingen Street intersection facing south, with 5450 Russell Street 

visible to the left (May 1, 2024) 
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Figure 27: View of Russell Street facing east from Gottingen Street, with 5450 Russell Street visible to the 

right (May 1, 2024) 

 
Figure 28: View at Russell Street and Gottingen Street intersection facing west (May 1, 2024) 
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Figure 29: View from north elevation of 5450 Russell Street of St. Mark's Church (May 1, 2024) 
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Attachment 2 
Scoring for Case HRTG-2024-00692: Request to Include 5450 Russell Street, Halifax in the Registry 
of Heritage Properties for the Halifax Regional Municipality 

Criterion Score Awarded 

1. Age  9 

2A. Relationship to Important Occasions, 
Institutions, Personages or Groups 

15 

3. Significance of Architect/Builder   3 

4A. Architectural Merit: Construction Type 6 

4B. Architectural Merit: Style 6 

5. Architectural Integrity 3 

6. Relationship to Surrounding Area 10 

Total  52 

 




