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ABSTRACT

The thesis looks at developing a new model for a mental health support program which is 

integrated into a natural recreational environment. Its starting point is Beginning Again, a 

registered charity in Richmond Hill, Ontario, Canada, which provides a supportive work-

place, called Treasures, to engage psychiatric patients in meaningful and productive work. 

The intent of the thesis is to develop an architecture that refl ects the mission and object-

ives of the program in order to increase the opportunity for recovery and interaction with 

the local community. This is done by creating a more general prototype or “parent seed” 

which can be applicable to many locations and then testing the model by planting it in the 

Oak Ridges Corridor Park, located in the suburban community of Oak Ridges, Ontario. 

This thesis builds upon the long history of rehabilitative environments to create a com-

munity model of care that regards work as primarily a social and cultural activity which 

contributes positively to health and well-being. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Mental Health Support Program

Mission of Beginning Again

Founded in 1986, Beginning Again is a registered charity and mental health support pro-

gram located in Richmond Hill, Ontario which provides a supportive workplace to engage 

psychiatric patients with meaningful and productive work. The organization networks in 

the local community with small businesses, religious affi liations and community projects 

to build mutually benefi cial relationships.1 Beginning Again works in partnership with local 

mental health agencies and hospitals who refer outpatients to participate in the program 

as a part of their path to recovery.2  Often, mental illness (fi g. 1) comes attached with stig-

mas that a person is dangerous or weak in character, which can result in exclusion and 

rejection from family, jobs and community life.3 The reality is that society feels uncomfort-

able with mental illness, yet a recent study from the Canadian Mental Health Association 

states that “1 in 5 people in Ontario will experience a mental illness at some point in their 

life.”4 Many people are reluctant to seek help out of fear and shame, which can be harm-

ful to the recovery process. Since recovery can mean different things to different people, 

from the absence of symptoms to learning to live with ongoing symptoms, rehabilitation 

is about the journey that people take in order to gain some control in their life.5 Begin-

ning Again uses interaction and engagement in the local community to create a greater 

understanding and acceptance of mental illness. The organization focuses on individual 

goals and empowerment by providing a stable and accepting environment for people with 

mental health needs to work alongside volunteers from the community in a co-operative 

business enterprise called Treasures. Through regular shifts, the organization helps indi-

1 An example of this partnership occurs with the Richmond Hill Theatre Club, which donates 
theatre tickets to Beginning Again. B.A. works with the local women’s shelter, outfi tting the 
women with business attire.

2  Partners include: Canadian Mental Health Association York Region, York Central Hospital Day 
Treatment Program, Krasman Centre, Community Counselling Services of York Region and 
York Support Services Network.

3 Canadian Mental Health Association, Stigma and Mental Illness. 2012. http://www.ontario.
cmha.ca/fact_sheets.asp?cID=2795.

4 Ibid.
5 Canadian Mental Health Association, Recovery. 2012. http://www.ontario.cmha.ca/about_

mental_health.asp?cID=7667.
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viduals to learn vocational, social and interpersonal skills in order to re-build confi dence 

and gain a sense of purpose in their life. This thesis explores the potential to expand Be-

ginning Again’s support services and increase community engagement by developing an 

architectural framework situated in a natural landscape. The following thesis is developed 

around the question: How can integrating a Mental Health Support Program in a natural 

recreational environment increase the opportunity for rehabilitation and interaction with 

the local community?

History of Rehabilitative Environments

The research topic for this thesis focuses on rehabilitative environments, which includes 

analyses of the history and development of mental health programs and the architecture 

where these programs took place. This involves researching successful and unsuccess-

ful built precedents from medical and community based models of care.6 Rehabilitative 

programs (fi g. 2) have relied on site for healing since the early Greeks, who used the 

drama of the natural landscape as a part of their holistic treatment methods.7 Epidauros 

is one of the most celebrated healing places in the classical world, combining health, the-

atre, art gardens, scenery and culture. From the 10th to 14th century, monastic hospitals, 

which were located in agrarian landscapes, were prevalent in Europe and centred on the 

functions of the church as the primary method of recovery. They gradually developed into 

medieval institutions woven into the social milieu of the urban fabric and were take over by 

state control. According to Michel Foucault, the Renaissance is roughly when “madness”8 

was fi rst noted as a different state of reality but it wasn’t until the 17th century that the 

mad were locked up (with other so-called deviants), as they were thought to have chosen 

to reject nature and the path of reason.9 Foucault notes an exception to this practice that 

occurred in the town of Gheel, Belgium, which was one of the fi rst cases of deinstitutional-

ization. It began as a centre of pilgrimage in the 10th century and developed into a place 

where patients would engage with the local community during the day and then return to 

6    The medical model includes hospitals, institutions and residential care facilities. The community 
based model of recovery creates “home-like” environments which foster healing through co-
operative enterprises and support programs. 

7  Charles Jencks and Edwin Heathcote, The Architecture of Hope: Maggie’s Cancer Caring 
Centres (London: Frances Lincoln Ltd., 2010), 6. 

8   The term “madness” is used here as a reference to the cultural context of the historical era.
9    Michel Foucault, History of Madness, ed. and trans. Jean Khalfa and Jonathan Murphy (London: 

Routledge, 2006), xvi.
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the hospital at night.10 Gheel continues to be a town where people of all mental states 

enjoy the same liberties and where the members of the community take care of one an-

other. Architecture specifi cally for mental health emerged during the Enlightenment era, 

with its emphasis on rational thought, science and objectivity.11 Cities were experiencing 

drastic population increases as well as impoverishment, which led to the spread of fi lth and 

disease. In Europe, smaller pavilion hospital types were proposed for the countryside to 

restore the patient’s freedom away from ogling crowds.12 This move outside the city was 

intended for the betterment of the patients and their families who did not have the means 

to support them; however, it became another form of seclusion which increased alienation 

and public fear.13 In her book The Architecture of Madness: Insane Asylums in the United 

States, Carla Yanni describes how the shift to siting institutions in natural landscapes oc-

curred across North America in the late 18th century, based on the medical profession’s 

belief in the curative powers of architecture and the environment to treat mental illness. 

This theory, known as environmental determinism, operated with the understanding that 

nature could cure illness and that exercise was therapeutic, whereas the city encouraged 

vice.14 The buildings began as small, purpose-built institutions (cottages) and gradually 

increased in scale to become monolithic asylums with the implementation of the Kirkbride 

Plan. Later they became obsolete with the shift to neurological treatments such as brain 

surgery and medications, rendering the architecture less important.15 According to Yanni, 

the earlier belief that an improved environment could cure mental health issues was not 

successful because it wasn’t followed through as it was imagined.16 This model continued 

until the modern era, when hygiene and technological advancements were introduced, 

allowing the hospital to return to the urban fabric. The white and transparent “building as 

a machine” aesthetic was a complete shift from heavy civic structures of the past.17 With 

medical advances, patients no longer needed to be contained in a walled fortress; instead, 

10  Foucault, History of Madness, 118.
11  Jencks and Heathcote, The Architecture of Hope, 67.
12  Carla Yanni, The Architecture of Madness: Insane Asylums in the United States (Minneapolis:       

 The University of Minnesota Press, 2007), 20.
13  Foucault, History of Madness, 7. 
14  Yanni, The Architecture of Madness, 9. 
15  Ibid., 142. 
16  Ibid., 153.
17  Jencks and Heathcote, The Architecture of Hope, 73.
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they were given drugs and treatments which put their mind in a shackle-like state.18 As 

a counterpoint to the development of the urban hospital, sanatoriums in Europe were 

thoughtfully designed retreats immersed in nature, with a community and social centre as 

a part of treatment. There was a return to the notion of fresh air and sunlight restoring the 

body and spirit. The mid-20th century saw a shift to adaptability, cleanliness and effi ciency, 

with hospitals becoming neutral and sterile environments housed in mega-block podium 

and tower buildings. In the 1970s, with the onset of deinstitutionalization, a new building 

type emerged: the local health centre; however, it wasn’t until the 1990s that the idea of 

small, local and innovative health centres would take root. In the book The Architecture 

of Hope: Maggie’s Cancer Caring Centres, Edwin Heathcote states that current trends in 

health care seem to be directed away from the super-hospital and toward more nimble, 

hybrid institutions.19 Patient-centered design is at the forefront of this shift, focusing on 

developing healing environments which serve a re-emerging destination culture, as well 

as alternative methods of rehabilitation.

Program Operations

Deinstitutionalization of psychiatric services in Canada occurred over a 40 year span, 

when many psychiatric hospitals and inpatient facilities were closed and patients were 

discharged into the community.20 The Ontario government initiated community based 

treatment in 2000, as an option for those being treated in hospitals who want an alterna-

tive method of recovery outside the medical environment.21 The advantage of removing 

recovery programs from the boundaries of the hospital and integrating them into the lo-

cal community is that it creates awareness and acceptance which help break down pre-

conceived notions of mental health while fostering engagement and support. Community 

programs, such as Beginning Again, work in partnership with hospitals and view rehabilita-

tion through social interactions, relationship building and participation to promote health, 

well-being and happiness. Beginning Again was founded by Elizabeth Davis, who saw the 

18  Carla Yanni, The Architecture of Madness,149. 
19  Ibid., 85.
20 Patricia Sealy and Paul C. Whitehead, “Forty Years of Deinstitutionalization of Psychiatric 

Services in Canada: An Empirical Assessment,” Canadian Psychiatric Association, April 2004, 
http://www.cpa-apc.org:8080/publications/archives/cjp/2004/april/sealy.asp.

21  Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, Mental Health Act Amendments. 2012. www.
health.gov.on.ca/english/public/pub/mental/faq.html.
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need for a place that provided a supportive environment for adults recovering from mental 

health issues, after experiencing the struggles of someone close to her.22 The journey of 

Beginning Again began long before the advent of government initiated programs and is 

a pioneer of mental health support in the local community. The co-operative enterprise 

of Beginning Again is a non-profi t thrift store called Treasures, which recycles donated 

goods, gifts and legacies from the local community and re-sells them at affordable prices. 

Currently the store operates much like a retail business. There are two shifts a day, mor-

ning and afternoon, with members working one to three shifts per week. Members work in 

all areas of the store, from the back-of-house operations to customer service jobs such as 

cashier. Because of the nature of recycled material, donations must be processed individ-

ually, which means that most work is done behind the scenes: receiving, fi xing, sorting and 

pricing. An average workday (10-5) will have around seven members and one manager, 

running the store six days a week. This means there is a steady rotation of members daily 

and yearly, depending on their recovery situation and time commitments. This cyclical or 

seasonal way of operating is also refl ected in the way the local community engages the 

store. Most donations come during the spring and fall, when people are clearing their 

homes and having garage sales. In contrast, the busiest shopping months are in the 

spring and summer, when people have holidays and leisure time. Treasures has around 

forty to fi fty customers daily; however, business is unpredictable and its fi nancial growth 
has become stagnant. The profi t from the store allows the organization to pay a salary 
to the manager, who is a mental health professional, as well as pay for operational and 
overhead costs. Beginning Again believes that if Treasures could earn a more substantial 
profi t, it could expand its services to help more people with mental health issues, as well 
as upgrade its existing store to refl ect its identity and mission. 

Direct and Indirect User Groups

There are three main user groups at Treasures: clients, volunteers and customers/donors. 
Currently the community has 43 active members (clients and volunteers), half of whom 
are recovering from or living with a mental health issue. Common mental health problems 
are: schizophrenia, mood disorders, anxiety disorders, eating disorders and substance 
abuse problems. According to the Canadian Institute for Health Information, “people living 
with a mental illness are at greater risk of experiencing a wide range of physical health 

22 Elizabeth Davis, The Inspiration for Treasures. 2011. http://treasuresofrichmondhill.blogspot.
com/.
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problems.”23 This means that clients with mental health issues will also have physical 
manifestations such as low motor functions or chronic pain. Clients work alongside vol-
unteers who are mostly retired seniors, new immigrants and those who have family mem-
bers with mental health issues. Seniors, in most cases, are also experiencing their own 
cognitive and physical aging, while new immigrants work in order to gain experience in 
preparation for a future career in Canada. Both groups come to Treasures for the social 
environment and for the sense of belonging that the members of the community create. 
This results in a diverse community of adults from different economic situations, ethnicities 
and ages, with a wide range of skills, abilities and experiences. More than three-quarters 
of customers and donors are from the local community and frequent the store on a regular 
basis, although the people who donate are not the same people who shop. Patrons of the 
store are aware of the underlying mental health issues and are respectful of the environ-
ment; however, problems can arise when customers misunderstand or are uneducated 
about mental health recovery and react in a negative or angry manner. This results in 
uncomfortable and overwhelming situations with members who are in different mental 
or emotional states. Beginning Again works to promote support and acceptance so that 
experiences at Treasures are positive. They do this through educational programs, sem-
inars and conferences within the local community.  Currently the organization does not 
have the infrastructure, in either manpower or physical space, to pursue its mission and 
to create awareness of mental health issues in the community. This situation could be 
improved by creating a framework that will better support the program’s function while 
fostering a greater interaction with the community.

Allied Institutions

Similar community models of care were researched in order to understand the best meth-

od of developing the program for Beginning Again as well as an architecture that refl ects 

its identity. L’Arche, an international organization of communities centred on the gifts and 

needs of people with intellectual disabilities, is an organization that stood out as a suc-

cessful social model. The organization is built on the concept of “life sharing” in which 

people with intellectual disabilities live, work and learn together with assistants (care-

givers) who are also community members. At the heart of this innovative social movement 

is humanitarian Jean Vanier, who saw the need for a new community model of care which 

focused on creating a place of belonging, growth and family. In 50 years L’Arche has 

23 Canadian Mental Health Association, The Connection Between Mental and Physical Health. 
2012.  http://www.ontario.cmha.ca/fact_sheets.asp?cID=3963.
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expanded from a single dwelling in rural France to a network of 140 communities world-

wide, rooted in 35 countries (fi g. 3). One of the major challenges that the development of 
L’Arche faced was “the danger of creating another form of ghetto … where people with 

handicaps were separate from others.”24 As a result they discovered that integration in 

the local community and culture is important not only to provide support, but to reveal to 

society the human value of those with disabilities. They also realized that if a community is 
to survive, grow and deepen, it has to be in an area that can provide support, understand-
ing and friendship.25

Located in close proximity to Treasures is L’Arche Daybreak Richmond Hill: the second 

L’Arche community to open and the fi rst to be rooted in North America (fi g. 4). It serves 

as headquarters for the Canadian network and plays an integral role in fostering new 

development in the country. The community was founded by Steve and Ann Newroth, 

who met Jean Vanier at a retreat he was hosting in Canada.26 They were inspired by 

his mission and recognized a need for a community in Richmond Hill. The Sister of Our 

Lady Missionaries donated their convent, which sat on an open 17-acre piece of farm-

land that was a working farm until the 1980s, when suburban development took over the 

area and agriculture was pushed farther north. L’Arche Daybreak is a diverse and vibrant 

inter-faith community, a good example of how people of different intellectual capacities, 

backgrounds and cultures can live and learn together. Today Daybreak has grown to in-

clude eight homes which are integrated in local neighbourhoods and three that remain 

on the original site. The community operates many different vocational programs such 

as a wood-working shop, a craft studio (pottery, candle making, paper-making) as well 

as a dance troupe. The work that comes out of the studios is ordered by the local public 

and businesses to support the community.  Daybreak has also made arrangements with 

commercial ventures to produce wooden wheels in large quantities (fi g. 5). The Dayspring 

Chapel was built in 1999 and offers spaces for worship and contemplation, as well as 

space for meetings and retreats for local schools and community groups (fi g. 6). The build-

ing’s timber frame construction speaks of a close relationship to the heritage of the site, 

and the concept of bringing light to people is echoed in its form and materiality. All of the 

buildings on site are organized like a small village connected by a winding pathway which 

24 Jean Vanier, An Ark for the Poor: The Story of L’Arche (Toronto: Novalis, 1995), 38.
25 Ibid., 86.
26 L’Arche Daybreak,  About Us. 2011. http://www.larchedaybreak.com/about-us.
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Fig. 5 - Photo of the fi rst L’Arche com-
munity in Richmond Hill Daybreak. 
From Jean Vanier, An Ark for the Poor.

members travel throughout the day. This community is successful in the suburban context 

and is a good precedent for this thesis. 

Fig. 6 - Daysprings Chapel, located at the Richmond 
Hill Daybreak. From L’Arche Daybreak.

Fig. 4 - Members in wood shop at L’Arche Daybreak 
working on a large order of wheels.
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Sites for Community Based Programs

Current Site of Treasures

Treasures is currently located in a run-down strip mall in the downtown core of Richmond 

Hill, Ontario (fi g. 7). One benefi t of this location is that it receives a lot of foot traffi c from 

customers who frequent surrounding commercial establishments. It is also located within 

a 4 km (15-20 minute) walking distance of most of the members’ residences. Public trans-

portation to the site is frequent, as the store is situated off the main arterial route of Yonge 

Street. Currently Treasures is plagued with insuffi cient and inaccessible space, which is 

limiting its growth and ability to help people (fi g. 8). Members with poor physical health 

have a diffi cult time maneuvering in the cramped conditions, especially traversing the 

narrow fi ght of stairs between where donations are stored and where they are sold (fi g. 

9). Most of the work processing donations is done in a dark and musty basement, where 

members spend 3-5 hours of their day (fi g. 10). This space is not a healthy environment, 

nor is it highly conducive to mental health recovery. The store itself has been a target 

of numerous break-ins over the years and in April 2012 a murder was committed in the 

alleyway behind the store. This shady activity after hours resonates into the lives of those 

who work in the plaza during the day. According to David Halpern, in his book More Than 

Bricks and Mortar?: Mental Health and the Built Environment, crime impacts mental health 

in a negative manner by instigating stressors such as fear and anxiety.27 Beginning Again 

realizes that in order for Treasures to grow and provide a meeting place for and with the 

community, it will need space that can accommodate current and future needs.  

Sites for L’Arche Community Models

With funding from a Bruce and Dorothy Rosetti Scholarship, further exploration of several 

L’Arche communities was conducted. This included the communities in India (Kolkata, 

Bangalore, Nandi Bazaar), Canada (Toronto, Richmond Hill) and Belgium (Brussels), as 

they remain the oldest and most developed communities within the organization. The 

research explored how one social model can be adapted to different cultures and environ-

ments, while still addressing the needs and structure of the organization. This occurred 

through an analysis of the built environment, in which artifacts from each community were 

27 David Halpern, More Than Bricks And Mortar?: Mental Health and The Built Environment 
(Bristol, PA: Taylor and Francis Inc., 1995), 101.
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Fig. 10 - Photo of volunteer sorting donations in pro-
duction room located in the basement.

Fig. 8 - Photo of interior of Treasures sales fl oor.

Fig. 9 - Photo of cramped condition in-
side current store.

Fig. 7 - Panorama of the strip mall in Richmond Hill where Treasures (highlighted) is located.
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studied along with common patterns of dwelling and their corresponding architectural lan-

guage. It became apparent that each community begins from the same “seed” or DNA 

from the parent L’Arche organization but goes through its own journey to maturity and suc-

cess. The development of the original seed has accrued with time and experience, evolv-

ing with current cultural paradigms but cultivated from the founding mission of L’Arche. 

The intention is to give new communities support, structure and a solid foundation to build 

upon, with the ability to adapt as the needs of the community change. As the “seeds” of 

L’Arche are sown in different landscapes, they rely on the culture, political system and 

economy of the local environment to shape their growth and defi ne their identity. 

Since there is no governing architectural brief for L’Arche prescribing design criteria or 

aesthetic standards (besides national building codes and accessibility standards), most 

communities develop in an organic fashion over longer periods of time. Buildings are 

often donated or acquired through fundraising, which has forced communities to become 

fl exible and creative as they adapt the space for its second or third lifetime. Each L’Arche 

community tells a different story of the people who have dedicated their time and efforts, 

as well as the circumstances that fostered its development. On a larger scale, however, 

common patterns of dwelling have been repeated throughout the world. These seeds 

were categorized into three major community models (fi g. 11) with slight variations that 

exist within each type: the village model, the mixed-use model and the integrated model. 

The village model (A) consists of smaller, separate buildings for each programmatic ele-

ment (living quarters, craft studio, dining, etc.) which are connected by a pathway. The 

site is normally larger and can include recreational activities because it is located in a rural 

or suburban area, such as the L’Arche in Richmond Hill and Asha Niketan Nandi Bazaar. 

The mixed-use model (B) consists of all programmatic elements, both public (workshops) 

and private (housing), integrated into one larger building. This normally occurs in an urban 

setting, and depending on safety, can be surrounded by a wall such as the Asha Niketan 

in Bangalore, India. Lastly, the integrated model (C) consists of multiple homes which are 

integrated into the dense city fabric and are serviced by one or two community gathering 

buildings which offer day-programs. The buildings are close enough that members can 

walk between them, which builds a connection with the local area. This model occurs in 

urban areas, such as the L’Arche in Brussels and L’Arche Toronto. Currently Beginning 

Again operates much like the integrated model, serving as a gathering place in an urban 
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Fig. 11 - Diagrams of three types of L’Arche community models.

Integrated Model 
L’Arche Brussels second fl oor plan

C

B

Mixed-Use Model 
Asha Niketan Bangalore ground fl oor plan

B

Village Model
L’Arche Richmond Hill site plan

A
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area to which members travel from their residences in the local community. Beginning 

Again has similarities to the L’Arche Daybreak community, such as diversity and accept-

ance; however, it supports members with different health issues, which changes its oper-

ational strategy. For L’Arche Daybreak it’s important to provide supportive housing for 

members with intellectual disabilities, so they can maintain a productive and independent 

lifestyle; however, with Beginning Again, Treasures acts as a workplace so that there is a 

separation between home and work, avoiding an institutional quality.28 This also gener-

ates movement through the town that requires members to encounter other people and 

new spaces, which is a step toward learning to live outside the hospital.29 The level of 

integration and networking in the local community life is much stronger with members of 

Beginning Again. Since members have only a few shifts a week, they can be engaged in 

other occupations, people and commitments. The vocational programs L’Arche Daybreak 

has developed are successful and showcase the talent of its members; however, by sell-

ing mostly through ordering, they are limiting social opportunities which could engage the 

public more directly. Beginning Again can build on its existing infrastructure in order to cul-

tivate similar vocational programs which will create more depth and support to the store.

Developing a Natural Recreation Model

Drawing from the long history of rehabilitative environments, this thesis will look at de-

veloping a new community model for Beginning Again by integrating its program in a 

natural recreational environment; however, unlike the 18th-century asylum archetype, this 

model is not segregated from society but relies on its connection to the local community 

for support. This is more in keeping with the spirit of the European town of Gheel. The 

new model for the Mental Health Support Program draws on similar concepts that nature 

positively impacts health and well-being, which has been further proven by recent scien-

tifi c studies. Stephen Kellert, a professor of social ecology, states that “sight and sound 

and other sensory experiences of nature can reduce stress and tension as well as foster 

recovery among patients suffering from clinically diagnosed disorders.”30 This means that 

28 Yanni, The Architecture of Madness, 155.        
29 A precedent for this strategy is the New York “Fountain House,” an organization that provides 

work, education, dining and a meeting place to allow psychiatrically disabled persons to achieve 
their potential. Ibid.    

30 Stephen R. Kellert, Building For Life: Designing and Understanding the Human-Nature 
Connection (Washington D.C.: Island Press, 2005), 21.
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nature plays a big role in the healing process and it is important to remain in connection 

with it, especially for those who are a part of the MHSP. This model is also infl uenced by 

the success of the neighbouring L’Arche Daybreak community in Richmond Hill. The nat-

ural recreation model will be able to accommodate more than double the current amount 

of members per day, and will provide a more accessible environment. This move will allow 

the MHSP to build upon its current structure and expand its business model to allow for 

future fi nancial and community growth. In order to increase the methods and opportunity 

for rehabilitation, Beginning Again will introduce occupational therapy and art therapy to 

complement its existing support program. Occupational therapy is both a cognitive and 

physical approach to healing which focuses on enabling people to learn basic skills to 

manage everyday tasks as well as work-related activities, so people can participate to 

their full potential in the daily occupations of life.31 Art therapy, a form of psychotherapy, 

will also be introduced, which will promote healing through creative and expressive pro-

cesses. Art therapy uses art media as its primary mode of communication. The new model 

will introduce a traditional counselling program (psychotherapy) to the MHSP. Although 

most members who participate in counselling do so in private clinics or hospitals, having 

a counselling service available will be benefi cial to individuals in times of crisis, but also to 

the health and cohesion of the whole program. This counseling program will seek to cre-

ate strong ties to the local community in order to promote mental health and will be open 

to everyone to utilize. Natural environments can inspire additional programmatic elements 

to benefi t the recovery of members but also serve as more conducive settings for rehabili-

tation. Siting the program in a natural landscape will allow Beginning Again to introduce 

recreational activities such as biking, trail walking or swimming into the daily lives of mem-

bers, which will create points for active participation for the public. It will also introduce 

different (physical) therapy programs which use nature to help restore and remediate 

those with mental and physical health issues. This includes individualized and organized 

group activities in horticultural therapy (gardening) and recreational therapy (kinesthetic 

activities/exercise). Interaction in the natural environment will benefi t the mental health 

program and provide more opportunity for the local community to interact with the mental 

health community.  This can help break down current stigmas of mental illness and create 

support in the local community to address mental health issues. Figures 12 and 13 look at 

31 Canadian Association of Occupational Therapy, Occupational Therapy: Defi nition. 2012. http://
www.caot.ca/default.asp?pageid=1344.
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the current operation of Beginning Again and explore additional programmatic elements 

that will complement it according to the different therapies that will be introduced.

Design Strategy

Method of Design: Developing a Seed

The method of design that is used for developing an architecture for the natural recreation 

model will be similar to the “seed” concept employed by L’Arche, where a parent prototype 

is developed and then planted in a location where it adapts to the local cultural and nat-

ural environment. The benefi t of utilizing the parent “seed” concept, instead of designing 

specifi cally for the parameters of one site, is that a more general model can be applied to 

similar natural recreation sites across Canada. This can address mental health support 

on a larger scale and create the opportunity to help other suburban communities which 

face sprawl-induced health issues or a lack of services. The parent “seed” will embody 

the objectives and mission of Beginning Again, which are “to provide training facilities to 

assist psychiatric patients to develop work skills and a productive lifestyle and to promote 

through educational programs, seminars and conferences, community interest and par-

ticipation in activities and facilities aiding recovering psychiatric patients.”32 Designing the 

DNA for the seed involves moving beyond these words to create an architectural expres-

sion of the character of each programmatic element. This means taking a step back from 

the chosen site in order to understand what each program needs in its relationship to the 

natural landscape, in addition to other, more tactile factors such as material and spatial 

qualities. The objective is to create a place that is ideal for rehabilitation and community 

engagement and will serve as a foundation for the Mental Health Support Program. The 

second stage in this method, sowing the seed back into the landscape, will activate the 

design of the seed as it is infl uenced by the culture and history of the site. 

Oak Ridges Corridor Park Site Selection

The testing ground for this thesis is the Oak Ridges Corridor Park (ORCP), located 16.5 

km north of Toronto in Oak Ridges, Ontario. The ORCP is an ecological linkage to the 

Oak Ridges Moraine, a greenbelt which stretches across the southern part of the prov-

ince. This park will serve as the inspiration as well as the site for developing the natural 

32 Elizabeth Davis, Treasures Executive Summary (Richmond Hill: Beginning Again, 1986), 1.
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Fig. 13 - Additional programs included in the natural recreation model.
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recreation model. The 428-hectare natural wetland park which marks the entrance to the 

community of Oak Ridges33 was transferred by private owners to the Province of Ontario 

in 2004 (fi g. 14).34 However, during the two decades when private developers have owned 

the land, it has been extensively developed with suburban housing, which has reduced its 

size and quality and has let several heritage buildings sit abandoned and fall into disrepair. 

Located within the Corridor Park is Bond Lake, the deepest of a small series of kettle lakes 

which played a big part in the growth of the town. Originally owned by William Bond, an 

industrious pioneer whose plan to build a factory there never came to pass, the land was 

used mostly for farming and logging.35 The Bell family purchased the land in the mid-19th 

century and built a hotel-tavern for travellers at the mid-way point between Toronto and 

Lake Simcoe. In the early 20th century the Metropolitan Railway purchased Bond Lake 

and extended its line up Yonge St., turning the area into a popular cottage resort. The 

railway brought industrialization as it harnessed the lake for steam power generation; 

however, it also converted much of the land into a public park for employees and city folk 

looking to recharge their spirits. With the housing crisis at the end of WWII, the temporary 

homes became permanent, marking the beginning of the residential community of Oak 

Ridges.36 This piece of land, with its dappled forests, cool lake and sunny fi elds, has a 

history of living, working and recreation which has overworked its natural resources but 

also brought life to it. The ORCP can be better utilized to serve the town.  Currently the 

site is used by the town for informal recreational activities such as hiking, biking, swim-

ming and bird watching; however, there are few amenities and no supporting services for 

present or future activity. It is accessible to the surrounding suburbs by car and public bus 

transit; however, a new public rapid transit system is proposed for Yonge St., which will 

make it more connected.37 There is potential to cultivate the park into a lively and leisurely 

place, as it was in the past, to foster social interaction within the community. Introducing 

a community mental health program to the site will both rehabilitate the environment and 

improve the health and well-being of the users. 

33 Oak Ridges amalgamated with Richmond Hill in the 1970s and is considered to be a community.
34 Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, Oak Ridges Corridor Park Management Plan 

(Richmond Hill: AMEC Earth & Environmental Envision, 2006), i.
35 Sister M. Annette, Salute to Canada: A History of Oak Ridges (Winnipeg: Canadian Student 

Yearbooks Ltd., 1967), 36.
36  Ibid., 58.
37 Richmond Hill Offi cial Plan: Building A New Kind Of Urban. (Richmond Hill: Town of Richmond 

Hill, 2010), 3-85.
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Fig. 15 - Map of Southern Ontario, showing the Oak Ridges Moraine 
greenbelt and its intersection with Yonge Street.

Fig. 14 - Photograph where Yonge St. crosses the Oak Ridges Corridor Park, looking north.
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This site was chosen because of its special condition located at an intersection where 

the fast and loud thoroughfare of Yonge St. meets the slow and quiet greenbelt (fi g. 15). 

Yonge St., once the longest street in the world, is one of the busiest main streets in the 

Greater Toronto Area (GTA); however, the 1.2 km stretch of Yonge St. that cuts through 

the park is unlike any other section. The dense commercial buildings, institutions and resi-

dential developments that normally fl ank the street are replaced by natural features such 

as trees and vegetation, with glimpses of the water’s edge beyond. The speed of traffi c in-

creases in this zone, turning the four-lane asphalt road into a fast and busy route from one 

suburb to the next. As a result, there is a harsh contrast between the road and the rolling 

landscape, winding trails and tranquil lake. This condition has given the site many different 

qualities - fast, slow, hard, soft, direct, indirect, old, new, shady, bright - which bring life to 

the site and make it an ideal environment to develop and test this thesis.

Local Community of Oak Ridges

Currently the town of Oak Ridges (fi g. 16 and fi g. 17) has a population of 25,000 people 

(2010) and is one of Canada’s fastest growing municipalities. Until recently the town had 

few institutional services (e.g., sports leagues, schools and health facilities) or commer-

cial centres, which forced residents to rely on neighbouring towns. Due to political and 

economic shifts, many plots of land that were formerly held in trust by the government or 

privately owned were released for development, which has resulted in a massive housing 

boom. This extensive development has stimulated local business growth and employ-

ment; however, while the community is becoming more self-reliant, much of this develop-

ment is being built faster than the infrastructure and natural systems can support. Despite 

this growth, Oak Ridges still does not have any mental health support services or pro-

grams to offer members of the community.  According to Sarah Gardner in her essay “The 

Impact of Sprawl on the Environment and Human Health,” people who live in suburban de-

velopments experience loneliness and depression from lack of social interaction because 

the low density pattern of settlement favours privacy over connectedness.38 This means 

that these support programs are especially needed in suburban areas to combat issues 

introduced by the built environment. The subject of mental health is seldom broached in 

38 Sarah Gardner, “The Impact of Sprawl on the Environment and Human Health,” in Urban Sprawl: 
A Comprehensive Reference Guide, ed. David Soule (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2006), 
253.
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Moraine Boundary
Oak Ridges Corridor Park

Current Location

Fig. 16 - Map of current store and proposed location, showing developed vs. natural green spaces.
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public which leads to stigmas and misunderstandings of people who are recovering from 

mental health issues. Suburban development patterns are not the only factor that contrib-

utes to poor health.  According to Gardner, “Sprawl-induced pollution causes disease and 

fosters a sedentary lifestyle that contributes to obesity, hypertension, heart disease, dia-

betes, asthma and mental disorders such as anxiety and depression.”39 This means the 

lifestyle of the suburbs, which includes a reliance on driving, causes suburban dwellers 

not only to lose contact with other people but also to lose contact with nature. Frederick 

Law Olmstead, a prominent landscape architect, believed that the psychological effects 

of scenery could promote relaxation and restore faculties made tense by the strain, noise, 

and artifi cial surroundings of urban life.40 Interaction with nature is a powerful healing 

tool. Both active (participatory) and passive (observant) contact with the natural environ-

ment has been proven to contribute to physical and mental well being.41 Since Canadians 

spend an overwhelming majority of their time indoors (90 percent, according to Health 

Canada),42 their only interaction with nature comes from inside, looking out. This means 

that siting the MHSP in a natural landscape will be benefi cial not only in increasing active 

engagement with nature, but also increasing passive engagement of those who work in-

side in different areas of the program. Siting the MHSP in a place where members of the 

town can be part of a supportive community will increase understanding and awareness. 

The intent is not to create a place that is stereotyped as the “mental health building” but to 

create an open armature for people in all stages of life to engage and interact with each 

other. Siting Beginning Again in the Oak Ridges Corridor Park will improve the health of 

the whole community.

39  Ibid., 251.
40 Charles E. Beveridge and Paul Rocheleau, Frederick Law Olmstead: Designing the American 

Landscape (New York: Universe Publishing, 1998), 31.
41 Gardner, “The Impact of Sprawl on the Environment and Human Health,” 253.
42 Health Canada, Environmental Containments Bureau Annual Report 2002-03. 2012. http://

www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ewh-semt/pubs/contaminants/2002_03-report_rapport/environ-indoor_inter-
eng.php.
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CHAPTER 2: DESIGN  

Parent Seed Design

This thesis looks at integrating the Mental Health Support Program into a natural recrea-

tional environment as a method of rehabilitation that revitalizes the chosen site and cre-

ates a destination for the local community. Immersing the program in this setting will allow 

it to expand its services and develop a healthier framework that supports individual re-

covery as well as community gathering; however, this means developing programs which 

benefi t both Beginning Again and the active local users of the site. This requires a recipro-

cal relationship where the site benefi ts from the presence of the program and the program 

benefi ts from the presence of the site. The natural recreation model (fi g. 18 and 19) looks 

at developing three streams of programs: store programs, recreation programs and men-

tal health programs. The store programs include a public cafe and art/craft workshop in 

addition to the original three programmatic elements: the production room, sales fl oor and 

break room. The recreation programs include a trail centre, recreation hub and community 

gardens. Thirdly, the mental health programs include a counselling centre and a retreat 

centre. This provides an opportunity for different user groups from the local commun-

ity, who otherwise wouldn’t have much contact with the MHSP, to become involved and 

active with the organization. The design of the parent seeds looks at creating a community 

model of care that regards work as primarily a social and cultural activity which contributes 

positively to health and well-being.  This involves crafting space which fosters community 

gathering as well as revaluating how work is conducted in order to increase opportunities 

for social interaction. The type of work or activity that a program engages, as well as the 

level of contact that the program has to the public, determines its relationship with nature. 

The parent seeds explore two types of interaction with nature: passive (observant) and 

active (participatory). Passive interaction refers to spaces that have inspiring views of 

natural settings, whereas active engagement refers to spaces that have a direct and im-

mediate access to nature, blurring the threshold between inside and outside. In addition 

to allowing inside spaces to fl ow out, bringing the natural environment into the interior cre-

ates a deeper connection between the inside and outside while rooting the program into 

the site. This means using natural materials such as wood, brick and stone which relate 

directly to nature, as they are made of, and shaped from, the earth. This gives authenticity 
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and tactility to the space. According to noted Finnish architect Juhani Pallasmaa, “Natural 

materials express their age and history, as well as the story of their origins and the his-

tory of human use. All matter exists in the continuum of time; the patina of wear adds the 

enriching experience of time to the materials of construction.”43 Pallasmaa believes that 

the use of scaleless and fl at man-made materials has devastating mental effects, as they 

are devoid of the dimension of time and therefore weaken the human experience. Natural 

materials, however, are imbued with a life of textures, imperfections and irregular patterns 

that are reassuring and calming, contributing positively to create healthy environments. 

Since the organization operates under the sentiment to create “new beginnings for people 

and things,” it is fi tting to build upon this by introducing the culture of recycled and re-used 

natural materials from the local area of the chosen site. 

Store Programs

The connection between the original programmatic elements of Treasures was re-en-

visioned in order to create better fl ow and organization of the spaces; however, the inher-

ent structure of programs remained the same. The production room (fi g. 20 and fi g. 21), 

where donations are received and processed, is a place only for members of the MHSP. 

This space needs to be located close to a vehicular access route to facilitate donations 

but also needs to have a view to a more calm, natural setting for workers to observe. To 

better facilitate the different stages in processing donations, the production room is broken 

up into smaller stations which have open work surfaces that can accommodate individual 

or group tasks. This is accompanied by a storage area which organizes the donations 

according to the departments into which they will go. Support spaces include a private 

offi ce/workroom which can be used by members who are apprehensive about working 

in a public area, but also to have a secure place for managing fi nances and operations. 

Connected directly to the production room, the sales fl oor (fi g. 22 and fi g. 23) has display 

and shelving space for different departments: gently used clothing, books, housewares 

and miscellaneous objects, and will accommodate larger pieces of furniture which can 

generate more income. These departments are divided into smaller stalls which give the 

feeling of enclosure and a place to pause, but are also open to the cash/checkout desk for 

43 Juhani Pallasmaa. The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (Chichester: John Wiley 
and Sons Ltd., 2005.), 31.
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supervision. This space serves as a meeting place for the local community and needs to 

be visible on site in order to attract business and give a presence to the community. The 

break room (fi g. 24 and fi g. 25) is an inviting place for members of the MHSP to celebrate 

occasions and to build relationships with peers. It is meant to be not only a kitchen table 

but a place for individual refl ection. This space is more private than the café, a safe place 

for those who are in early stages of recovery or have different coping abilities in social 

situations. The public café/kitchen (fi g. 26 and fi g. 27) provides an eating place for and 

with the community. It is an informal and fl exible gathering space, to serve beverages 

and baked goods to customers and members. The café is a hearth that has the structure 

and warmth to support tête-à-tête gatherings but is also an adaptable space that can 

accommodate larger meetings for local clubs or associations, such as cooking classes. 

Seasonally, the café opens up to the outdoors, loosening the threshold between interior 

and exterior space. The intent is also to attract those who are coming to the site for recrea-

tional purposes, providing them a space to refuel or relax before or after their activity. To 

complement the store there is an arts/craft workshop (fi g. 28 and fi g. 29) which provides 

creative space where members can make, display and sell their work. The creative pro-

cess is a tool for communication, self-exploration and healing and will be of benefi t to the 

members of the community who already have artistic talents but will be equally effective 

for people with no experience.44 The space includes wet and dry areas for painting, knit-

ting, sewing, crafting and pottery, which can be done independently or as a group activity 

(15-20 people). Natural day-lighting is especially important in the workshop in addition to 

framing views of nature, in order to provide inspiration as well as good working conditions 

to the artists. The intent is to hold public art classes or sessions in the workshop and to 

have it available in between the scheduled activities as a free space for members to work. 

The classes will be open to local artists or aspiring craftspeople. A second option is to rent 

it privately during off-hours to generate more income for the organization.

Recreation Programs

The MHSP introduces three recreational program elements to mediate between the mem-

bers of the mental health community and the local users of the site: a trail centre, recrea-

tion hub and community gardens. The intent is that members of the MHSP who want to 

be more engaged in the natural environment and who are interested in a more social role 

44 The Ontario Art Therapy Association,  About Art Therapy. 2010. http://www.oata.ca/arttherapy. 
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can operate and work in these programs: for example, to serve as a trail guide or to repair 

bicycles. This is one of the methods that Beginning Again will use to expand its business 

model while introducing more points of interaction with the public. 

The trail centre (fi g. 30 and fi g. 31) needs to be the most visible and accessible program, 

as a beacon to the local community. The ground fl oor of the centre provides information 

about trail systems on site and spots for recreational activity for the single hiker as well as 

small school groups. There are also educational displays which promote an understand-

ing of the ecology and heritage of the site, and the importance of valuing our ecosystems. 

The top fl oor of the trail centre offers workspace for governing bodies of the site and other 

NGOs who are environmental professionals to use as a literal and fi gurative “watchtower.” 

Counterpart to the trail centre is the recreation hub (fi g. 32 and fi g. 33) which is located 

deeper into the thick of the natural landscape, with immediate access to the water and 

hiking trails. The hub will offer rental equipment for the public to use, such as bikes, non-

motorized boats and binoculars, to explore hiking trails and if available, the water. This 

also includes activities and amenities for cold weather such as snowshoeing, skating and 

curling. A peg-board-like storage system visibly displays the equipment on the walls, which 

is adaptable in order to facilitate seasonal rotations and daily movements of equipment. 

Support spaces for the recreation hub will include changerooms and space for repairing 

equipment. The hub is meant to promote a healthy lifestyle and interaction with nature 

for the community; however, nature has limits and the scale of the program considers the 

ecology of the site. 

The third recreational program is the community gardens (fi g. 34) which needs to be lo-

cated on a fertile piece of land. This is a place where people from the local community and 

members can gather to plant fl owers and vegetables while exercising and re-connecting 

to the environment. While the gardens will provide a platform to socialize and share know-

ledge with the wider community, it will also be a place of solitude and relaxation for many. 

According to Laura J. Lawson in her book City Bountiful: A Century of Community Gar-

dening in America, when community gardens supplement job-training and employment 

programs, they become a “sheltered workplace that blends training in practical gardening 

skills with horticultural therapy, general education, community outreach, and environment-
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Fig. 30 - Plan of the trail centre, showing the pathways of movement of recreation/park users 
(brown) around the displays and the environmentalists/NGOs (light green) in the offi ce space.

Upper Floor

Ground Floor
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Fig. 31 - Character drawing of the trail centre, highlighting the connection between inside and out-
side, as well as idea of the centre as a “watchtower” over the site.
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Fig. 32 - Plan of the recreation hub, showing the intersecting pathways of movement of recreation/
park users and members (grey).
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Fig. 33 - Character drawing of the recreation hub, highlighting the peg-board-like storage and dis-
play system, as well as the accessibility to several natural features.
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al restoration.”45 Understanding gardening can contribute to the health and well being of 

the community while serving as an effective social tool to the MHSP.  The produce also 

can be used by the cafe and donated to local food banks and shelters. The intent is to en-

gage not only local gardeners but also local food vendors such as restaurants and grocery 

stores who are interested in growing safe and fresh produce.

Mental Health Programs

The third stream for engaging the local community and promoting awareness is the mental 

health programs. The mental health centre (fi g. 35 and fi g. 36) provides counselling ser-

vices and resource material to members and the local community for support and educa-

tion. It will be run by professionals in the mental health fi eld and is an option for Beginning 

Again’s members, in proximity to their workplace. The program is immersed in, and open 

to, a natural context in order to bring feelings of calm and quiet into the space, which 

only nature can provide. It is important with the mental health centre to create a balance 

between being accessible and open to the public but also maintaining a sense of privacy 

and safety to make the experience more comfortable and positive. The mental health 

centre operates separate from the store, in conjunction with the retreat centre, which is a 

place for larger community gatherings. It is available to the MHSP to host large commun-

ity outreach seminars and information sessions, and also for educational groups to use 

for day-programs which focus on the importance of nature in our health and well being. 

The retreat centre is available to clubs for indoor recreational activities such as yoga and 

meditation, meetings for walking/running clubs, and practice space for theatre and dance 

groups. The space is meant to be multi-functional for different groups and affi liations. 

The retreat centre serves as a place for quiet refl ection and contemplation but also for 

connection to peers. It has an expansive view to nature which surveys the many natural 

features of the site; however, it also looks to bring elements of the outside to the inside to 

create a deeper connection with nature. The programmatic elements outlined above were 

developed, as they had the most potential to generate interaction with the local community 

while increasing methods of rehabilitation.

45 Laura J. Lawson, City Bountiful: A Century of Community Gardening in America (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005), 296.
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Planting the Seeds

Mental Health Support Program Meets Oak Ridges Corridor Park

The second stage in developing this thesis is to plant the parent seeds into the ORCP 

where they will adapt to the local culture and environment. The particular locations for 

each program are prescribed in the DNA of the parent seeds, and are placed by identifying 

similar markers in the landscape of the site. The term “markers” refers to existing condi-

tions or natural features, such as roadways or bodies of water, which are necessary for 

the program to germinate. This process also enables several programmatic elements to 

be connected into cohesive buildings, while others settle independently. The four existing 

heritage buildings in the park are considered to be a part of the groundscape of the site, 

and will be re-inhabited by the parent seeds (fi g. 39). The idea of preserving the traces of 

our past and rehabilitating buildings is also supported by the Oak Ridges Corridor Park 

Management Plan, a document that was the result of extensive studies of the ecology and 

culture of the site.46 

Site 1

At the north end of the park the J.H.C. Durham cobblestone cottage sits abandoned at the 

edge of a new suburban housing development. Located on Yonge St., this building is the 

most visually connected to the local community of Oak Ridges and is the ideal location for 

the trail centre (fi g. 40). Once a lone building in a vast agricultural fi eld, the cottage was 

originally a dwelling for the farm manager of the estate.47 Made out of locally sourced nat-

ural riverstone, the thick masonry walls and prominent hearths still stand as a testament 

to their quality craftsmanship from almost a century ago; however, the light timber frame 

roof and back addition have deteriorated, causing extensive damage to the interior of the 

building. Removing the roof and gutting the interior walls is the fi rst stage in re-inhabiting 

the building. The trail centre needs to serve as a new covering for the remaining masonry 

walls. This creates the opportunity for the second storey offi ce space, as well as the ability 

to have an open ground fl oor plan for the information area and exhibition space.

46 Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, Oak Ridges Corridor Park Management Plan 
(Richmond Hill: AMEC Earth & Environmental Envision, 2006), 26.

47 Richmond Hill Local Architectural Conservation Advisory Committee, Heritage Building 
Summary John H.C. Cobblestone Cottage (Richmond Hill: Town of Richmond Hill, 1998), 1.
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Site 2 

Located 0.3 km south of the cobblestone cottage, on the shore of Bond Lake, is a small 

log house estimated to be built in the early 20th century. The cabin was possibly used as a 

summer cottage and remains in good condition, as it was well detailed and constructed.48 

The siting and scale of this building are optimal to house the mental health centre (fi g. 41). 

This is done by re-inhabiting the heavy cabin with the public information area, as well as 

creating a lighter addition that attaches to the side of the building for the private counsel-

ling room. The idea is to preserve and showcase the heritage of the cabin, while making it 

accessible and giving it purpose.

Site 3 

Overlooking the water sits the John Beverly Robinson cottage (currently known as the 

Lebovic Sales Pavilion). Located 0.2 km south of the mental health centre on the east 

side of Yonge St., the building currently serves as a showroom for a private housing de-

veloper. The light-frame wood structure was built in the early 19th century as a modest 

house and underwent extensive renovations before it received its heritage designation.49 

The building has been well maintained but underutilized, and is an ideal space for the 

retreat centre (fi g. 42). It has an open and visible face to the public, but also a quiet and 

private back-yard area for retreat participants. The retreat centre, added onto the back of 

the house, continues the double-height space of the current great room closer to the edge 

of the lake. Support spaces, such an offi ce and meeting room, will re-inhabit the rest of 

the building, which does not need alteration. The current gazebo-like entrance building 

which was built in the 1990s will be removed, opening up an axis to the water. Directly ad-

jacent to the retreat centre on Yonge St. is a large, underutilized piece of asphalt parking 

and grass, which will become the site for Treasures. The building is comprised of several 

programs: the production room, sales fl oor, breakroom and café, connected by support 

spaces (washrooms, means of egress). This location creates a visible storefront edge 

along Yonge St., allows for vehicular access and also acts as a buffer to the traffi c noise. It 

also creates a softer edge on the east side of the building which enables the programs to 

open up to the natural environment. Right next to Treasures, the workshop sits independ-

48 Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, Oak Ridges Corridor Park Mantagement Plan, 57.
49 Ibid., 56.
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trail centre1

existing heritage cottage

Fig. 40 - Site 1: the trail centre, planted in the existing J.H.C. Durham cobblestone cottage.

YONGE ST.
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mental health centre2

existing heritage cabin

Fig. 41 - Site 2: the mental health centre, planted in the existing log cabin.

YONGE ST.

BOND LAKE
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BOND LAKE

retreat centre3

existing 
heritage 
house

sales fl oor4

production room5

breakroom6
café7

workshop8

community gardens9

Fig. 42 - Site 3: the sales fl oor, production room, cafe, breakroom, workshop, community garden, 
planted on the site next to Yonge St. The retreat centre, planted in the existing John Beverly Rob-
inson cottage.

YONGE ST.
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existing heritage house

recreation hub10

Fig. 43 - Site 4: the recreation hub, planted in the existing Metro Railway Arrestor House.

BOND LAKE

YONGE ST.
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ently on the hilltop, overlooking the community garden plots. This allows it to be accessible 

to both the store and the road, but also to develop a closer connection to nature.

Site 4 

Bookending the south end of the site is the last heritage building, the Metropolitan Railway 

Arrestor house, a late Victorian industrial building constructed out of a locally sourced 

white brick. Located 0.3 km from the workshop and sunken lower into the landscape, 

the lone structure sits abandoned on the edge of the water in the middle of several tail 

crossings, and is the ideal location for the recreation hub (fi g. 43). Originally the annex of 

the main steam-operated electrical generating station, the building once housed a large 

dynamo.50 When the main power house was demolished in the 1930s, the Arrestor house 

remained intact and was converted into a dwelling. A fi re that occurred a few years ago 

gutted the interior of the building and caused extensive damage to the roof, so these ele-

ments will be removed, leaving only the solid masonry walls to stand as they have for the 

last century. The recreation hub will be plugged into the remaining shell of the building, 

returning the original double height space of the house. This opens up the interior of the 

building up to create a fl exible space for display and demonstration, as well as a mezza-

nine level to access and store seasonal equipment.

Seeds Take Root

Connecting the Seeds

As the parent seeds continue to germinate, they sectionally begin to push and pull the 

earth. The existing conditions surrounding the seed also change as the program settles, 

conforming to meet the needs of the program. Connecting the seeds on the four different 

sites, a new walking trail runs parallel to Yonge St., which adds to the existing trail system 

that meanders east-west (fi g. 44). Several other trails are also established to run along the 

backyards of the housing developments in order to provide access for the residents to the 

MHSP, and to support the increased number of users on site. The trails will have crossing 

points at Yonge St. (traffi c lights), which serve as transit stops as well as pedestrian links. 

This will help mitigate the fast and busy road by slowing down traffi c. The second way to 

moderate the hard streetscape is to integrate strips of the natural environment landscape 

50 Richmond Hill Local Architectural Conservation Advisory Committee, Heritage Building Summary  
Metropolitan Railway Arrestor House (Richmond Hill: Town of Richmond Hill, 1998), 1.
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back onto the road. This means continuing the row of trees which begin at the north edge 

of the park down Yonge St. to the south end, which reduces the optical width of the street 

and creates a more attractive condition.

Community Courtyard Design

The intention is to develop site 3 into a community courtyard which will be open to both the 

local community and mental health community as an informal and formal meeting place. 

The courtyard will be maintained and supported by Beginning Again; however, the town 

and MHSP can use the space at any time to host events which could include weekend 

markets, outdoor movie screenings and group barbeques (25-200 people). On a smaller 

scale, families can come to enjoy a languid summer picnic and elderly couples can set 

up their lawn chairs to relax and bask in the afternoon light. The design looks at creating 

a series of smaller courtyards which are linked by a pathway that stretches from the west 

side of Yonge St. into the site and out onto the water. The fi rst courtyard is formed at the 

intersection of the trail crossing and Yonge St., creating a more prominent entrance to the 

site as well as a visible new transit stop. Vehicular traffi c is looped into the entrance of the 

site by a semi-circular driveway which serves as an accessible donation drop-off/loading 

zone. Drivers who are visiting the store or site can continue to the parking area which is  

located north of the driveway and runs parallel to Yonge St. (second courtyard).51 The 

pathway continues into the site, becoming a raised boardwalk which allows the site to 

breathe, and then conforms into the framework that has been set up by the natural edges 

of the site and the buildings. From this third courtyard, the pathway begins to break off 

and releases into the landscape in order to connect to the other programmatic elements. 

The rooftop of Treasures becomes the fourth courtyard space, continuing the datum of the 

hilltop to become a greenroof. It perches over the site and offers views of the lake.

Detail Design

To explore the concept of how the seeds respond to meeting the site, two different build-

ing connections were looked at in detail (fi g. 59 and 71). These details tell an explicit story 

about the germination of the seed and the blending of natural and artifi cial environments. 

Considering the heritage building as a part of the groundscape, the fi rst detail explores 

51 The parking lot acts as a bioretention swale which prevents runoff from the roadway polluting 
the site and uses permeable pavement to allow rainwater to absorb into the ground.
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the condition of a seed planted into an existing built structure (fi g. 45). The best example 

of this occurs where the recreation hub is plugged into the remaining shell of the Arrestor 

house. In order to emphasize this connection and to preserve the old brick, there is air 

space between the new and the old structure.52 The second detail looks at the condi-

tion of how the building meets the natural landscape. This was explored on site 3, at the 

threshold where the hill transitions into the greenroof of the store (fi g. 46). The idea is that 

this transition happens gradually; keeping the ground surface the same (long grass and 

brush), a person would begin to see markers in the landscape, such as handrails and sky-

lights, which signify they have left the natural ground and are embarking on the artifi cial 

roofscape.

The following set of drawings and models (fi g. 45 to 71) illustrates the design of the MHSP 

in the Oak Ridges Corridor Park.

52 This is a building detail known as dynamic buffer zone, which is used on historic structures.
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Fig. 45 - Section through the trail centre, highlighting the contrast between the heavy stone base 
rooted into the landscape and the lighter second storey addition which covers it.

Fig. 46 - Ground fl oor plan of the trail centre, showing how the parent seed adapts to the cottage 
and forms into existing features such as window opening and fi replaces.

YONGE ST.
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Fig. 48 - Aerial photograph of the trail centre model, showing the dialogue between old and new 
materials, as well as the access stairway to the viewing platform.

Fig. 47 - Photograph of the trail centre model, looking east across Yonge St., through the trees.
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Fig. 49 - Section through the mental health centre, showing how the counseling room attaches to 
the existing log cabin.

Fig. 50 - Plan of the mental health centre, showing how the log cabin is re-inhabited.
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Fig. 52 - Photograph of the mental health centre model, from the vantage point on the water.

Fig. 51 - Photograph of the mental health centre model, from the view of how one would approach 
the building from the trail.
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Fig. 53 - Section through the retreat centre, showing the extension onto the back great room.

Fig. 54 - Ground fl oor plan (level 2) of the retreat centre, highlighting the new entryway to replace 
the current gazebo and the locations of the green walls as transitional elements for the addition.
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Fig. 56 - Photograph of the retreat centre model from the vantage point on the water, highlighting 
the dock and viewing deck as the ending of the pathway.

Fig. 55 - Photograph of the retreat centre model from the greenroof of the store, looking at the new 
south side entrance.
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Fig. 60 - Aerial photograph of the model of site 3, showing how the community courtyard is formed 
between Treasures and the retreat centre.

Fig. 61 - Photograph of the model of Treasures, showing how the building opens onto the courtyard.
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Fig. 62 - Photograph of the model of site 3, looking from the west side trail entrance to Yonge St.

Fig. 63 - Photograph of the model of site 3, looking south down Yonge St., with the parking area in 
the foreground and the front entrance of the store. 
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Fig. 65 - Photograph of the workshop and community courtyard from the south trail entrance.

Fig. 66 - Aerial photograph of the model of site 3, looking southeast at the intersection and entrance.
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Fig. 67 - Section through the recreation hub, showing the double-height space and mezzanine level 
for additional storage and display.

Fig. 68 - Plan of the recreation hub, showing how the parent seed adapts to the existing structure.
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Fig. 70 - Photograph of the recreation hub model from the water, showing the potential for a slide.

Fig. 69 - Photograph of the recreation hub, looking east from the vantage point of Yonge St.
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Fig. 71 - Section axonometric detail through recreation hub where the old brick wall meets the new 
structure. 
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CHAPTER 3: CONCLUSION

In pursuing the question, How can integrating a Mental Health Support Program in a nat-

ural recreational environment increase the opportunity for rehabilitation and interaction 

with the local community?, this thesis explored the potential for many different places and 

programs to serve as a framework for support. Drawing from historical precedent, as well 

as similar social models such as L’Arche Daybreak, was benefi cial to understand what 

has already been accomplished on a local and global scale. It also motivated this thesis 

to challenge the current state of mental health support, to look for the ideal environments 

for rehabilitation to take place. Since the change in attitude and perception of mental 

health issues from the public will not occur overnight, it is more likely that the MHSP will 

be implemented in stages over time. The design for the Oak Ridges Corridor Park shows 

how all the fi nal pieces would fi t together; however, the fi rst step in the sequence would 

be to implement the programs in the heritage buildings because they are already in con-

sideration for being rehabilitated. Programs like the trail centre and recreation hub are 

ideal to begin with because they serve a purpose: to provide much needed amenities to 

the users of the site, and at the same time they create the opportunity for a mental health 

support program. These recreation programs will be the fi rst gesture or handshake to the 

local community because they are closely related to the inherent nature of the site and 

they are not overwhelming as a fi rst introduction to the mental health community. Looking 

at how the MHSP would be implemented also raises the question of who would need to 

be involved to make this happen. The natural recreation model involves co-ordination and 

collaboration of many occupations, organizations and levels of government; however, it is 

most important that Beginning Again, the Town of Richmond Hill and the local community 

of Oak Ridges share the same vision, as they have the means and authority to implement 

the project. They will also benefi t the most. As with any design driven project, there are 

numerous avenues this thesis could have taken; however, because of the nature of the 

parent seed concept it is even more true. Exploring how the seeds could be planted in a 

completely different landscape, perhaps one without an existing built culture, would be in-

teresting to develop further. This would not only cultivate a different local design but would 

further test the design of the parent seed in order to create a stronger and more viable 

natural recreational model.
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