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Ottawa’s Plant Recreational Centre 

and Champagne Fitness Centre both 

celebrated their ninetieth anniversaries 

this year. When these two buildings were 

opened to the public in May of 1924, they 

were known simply as Plant Bath and 

Champagne Bath (figs. 1-2). This paper 

investigates how these two public baths, 

built in the working-class neighbour-

hoods of the city, evolved from civic baths 

to a recreational centre and a fitness cen-

tre, respectively. To trace this transition, I 

consider the factors that contributed to 

the construction of these two buildings, 

establishing their historical and social 

contexts. Furthermore, I explore the life 

of these buildings, and their changing 

roles in the community following their 

opening. 

Over their ninety years of operation, the 

baths have proven to be a significant 

part of their communities. As a result, 

the study of these baths and their uses 

exposes facets of everyday life in Ottawa 

in the twentieth century. While the baths 

have received some attention by Heritage 

Ottawa through their Newsletter,2 this 

paper provides a more comprehensive 

study of both buildings, pointing to 

their significance as makers and markers 

of community. Additionally, the history 

of public baths and bathing in Canada 

has not been studied in great detail.3 As 

a result, this paper aims to fill in a small 

part of a broader history that requires 

further research and examination.

My analysis in this paper reconsiders not 

only the bathing facilities themselves but 

also their historical context. As both baths 

would eventually be granted heritage 
FIG. 1. CHAMPAGNE BATH, EXTERIOR FAÇADE. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014.
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designation, another task set forward by 

this paper is to consider the reasons for 

their designation and compare them with 

the longer history of these buildings. In 

doing so, I raise several questions with 

regard to heritage and the collective 

identity of the community. Studying the 

longer life of each of the baths exposes 

the limitations of fixed, historically based 

reasons for designation, and highlights 

the richer understanding that can be 

gained from considering these buildings 

as palimpsests. 

CLEANSING THE CITY:  
CRISIS AND RENEWAL IN THE 
MODERN CAPITAL

At the turn of the century, many 

Canadians, backed strongly by the federal 

government, felt that Ottawa needed to 

shift from an industrial lumber town to 

a thriving urban centre, one that would 

rival nearby Montreal and Toronto 

and reflect its role as the nation’s cap-

ital.4 Modernization required removing 

evidence of the lumber industry from 

the city’s core, for until the turn of the 

century, the grandeur of Parliament Hill 

was undermined by the rugged lum-

ber mills and yards that surrounded it.5 

The transformation of Ottawa into a 

“modern” city did not rest solely in this 

removal, however, but in the develop-

ment of other industries and the embrace 

of new technologies.6 The expansion of 

infrastructure, through the introduction 

of amenities such as electricity, allowed 

for the city not only to thrive indus-

trially, but also signalled a hope for social 

improvement.7 

Part of this modernization led to the 

development of an urban-industrial work-

ing class, which was required to maintain 

the infrastructure of the city as there was 

a shift in labour related to lumber toward 

the operation and repair of newly imple-

mented systems, such as waterworks.8 

Along with this working class, an urban 

bourgeoisie developed, which sought 

to bring social order and moral reform 

to the expanding urban city.9 Concerns 

about the effect of urban life on social 

welfare were primarily expressed by this 

urban bourgeoisie, and their anxiety 

led to the social reform movement. This 

movement was initiated by loosely organ-

ized groups that focused on the identifi-

cation and study of what they deemed 

“social problems,” and was influential not 

only in Canada but also the United States 

and Britain.10 These “problems” generally 

referred to crime, poverty, gambling and 

prostitution, but the term was used lib-

erally to indicate any type of “immoral” 

behaviour.11 This movement also sought to 

provide aid to those afflicted by the nega-

tive influences of the city.12 One method 

of providing aid to the poor and work-

ing classes was through the facilitation of 

physical cleanliness, viewed by reformists 

to be a means to moral cleanliness.13 The 

anxiety and desire to aid the lower classes 

would ultimately lead to the building of 

Plant and Champagne Baths; however, 

the city would go through several major 

events before they were commissioned. 

 The first is the Ottawa-Hull fire, on 

April 26, 1900, which swept across the 

west end of the city14 (fig. 3). The fire 

was so intense that the waterworks sys-

tem, installed in the city in 1874, proved 

futile against the formidable inferno.15

The aftermath of the fire was devastating 

to the cityscape and destroyed “approxi-

mately fifteen per cent of Ottawa’s total 

urban space”16 (fig. 4). At that time, a 

majority of the working class was living 

in either Lowertown or LeBreton Flats. 

Even though Lowertown was unaffected 

by the fire, LeBreton Flats was almost 

entirely destroyed by the flames, leaving 

a large population of primarily working-

class citizens homeless17 (fig. 5). Rebuilding 

the area after the fire led to a concentra-

tion of working-class homes in the area, 

reinforcing social and economic division 

in the city.18 

FIG. 2. CHAMPAGNE BATH, EXTERIOR FAÇADE. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014.
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The second key factor that affected the 

built environment of the capital was the 

City Beautiful Movement, a design phil-

osophy that was concerned with architec-

ture and urban planning, but extended 

to notions of social reform in North 

America.19 The ideology supporting the 

movement indicated that “better design 

of cities would contribute to a safer, 

healthier and more harmonious society.”20 

In 1915, Edward H. Bennett, a Chicago 

architect who was a prominent figure in 

the City Beautiful Movement, designed 

a city plan that sought to unify and aes-

theticize Ottawa.21 His ideas appealed 

to those involved in the social reform 

movement, as they believed that the 

built environment could promote moral 

regeneration, and proper urban plan-

ning could benefit the poor and working 

classes.22 While never realized, Bennett’s 

plans reveal the contemporary belief that 

the built environment formed people’s 

sense of self and community.23

The final key factor in Ottawa that was 

a catalyst for building the public baths 

was the Spanish flu epidemic that arrived 

in Ottawa in September of 1918.24 By the 

end of October, four hundred and forty 

citizens had died as a result of contract-

ing the virus.25 The Spanish flu was con-

tracted primarily in areas with greater 

human concentration and contact, as well 

FIG. 3. FIRE IN HULL, OTTAWA-HULL FIRE, APRIL 1900. | LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA, MIKAN NO. 3246703.

FIG. 4. PLAN SHOWING EXTENT OF OTTAWA-HULL CONFLAGRATION, THURSDAY, APRIL 26, 1900. PUBLISHED BY CHAS. E. 
GOAD, 1900. | LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA, MIKAN NO. 3827571.
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as those areas closest to rail lines, both of 

which were more common of working-

class living situations in Ottawa.26 As a 

result, the virus had the greatest impact in 

the working-class wards in the city, most 

notably By and Victoria Wards, which are 

known today as Lowertown and LeBreton 

Flats. It was, therefore, not a coincidence 

that Plant and Champagne Baths would 

come to be located in Victoria and By 

Wards, respectively. An observation 

recorded in the local Board of Health’s 

Annual Report stated that the “condi-

tions under which our poorer brethren 

live must create a greater public interest 

looking to a betterment of living condi-

tions for everyone. This means sanitary 

dwellings but more important still, sani-

tary dwellers.”27 Social reformers, under 

the guise of research for social science, 

would often enter the neighbourhoods 

and homes of the poor and working class 

in order to study the conditions and living 

situations.28 Parts of these “home” studies 

were preoccupied with the cleanliness of 

the home, and the affect of “dirt” on the 

health of an individual. One of the main 

tenets of the social reform movement was 

the equation of physical cleanliness and 

health with moral heath.29 So it would 

appear that one of the greatest ways that 

the city could help working-class citizens 

would be through the improvement of 

their health through physical cleanliness.  

The Spanish flu epidemic in 1918 seemed 

to be the catalyst that propelled the city, 

and its moral reformers, to seek a way 

to improve the lives of the working class. 

The need to rebuild portions of the city as 

a result of the Ottawa-Hull fire, and the 

lingering influence of the City Beautiful 

Movement, further indicated that it was 

an appropriate time to build. The ques-

tion that remained for the city was what 

to construct. What would serve the work-

ing-class neighbourhoods that would pro-

mote a morally uplifting and “healthy 

lifestyle” and that would not come at 

too great a cost to the city? Public baths 

appeared as the most obvious answer. 

BUILDING THE BATHS

The baths would allow for a level of 

hygiene to be maintained in the work-

ing class in a time when indoor plumb-

ing was not commonly available in their 

homes.30 They would promote exercise, 

which would again contribute to the 

physical health of the user. Until the 

construction of public baths in the city, 

the Rideau River provided a place for this 

type of physical and recreational activity 

(fig. 6). The necessity of pubic baths, from 

the perspective of the upper class, can 

be expressed best by J.M. McWharf in his 

article “Public Baths and Their Hygienic 

or Sanitary Value,” written between 1919 

and 1921. While he was writing within 

an American context, his sentiments cer-

tainly resonated in the contemporary 

Canadian situation:

Personal cleanliness, so vital as a hygienic 

measure, must be carried to the forefront 

in our battle for a more perfect sanitation. 

Perfect compliance of all classes of people 

with sanitary laws will aid materially in the 

prolongation of human life and lessen sor-

row and suffering in the world.

No argument is required to prove the neces-

sity nor the present demand for public baths 

and no efforts should be instituted to thwart 

so great a public beneficence. Prompt action 

is demanded along this line of humanitarian 

work. Cleanliness means health; it means 

preservation of life; it means moral improve-

ment; it means an uplift to all that is good 

and pure in the world.31

It is clear that public baths, meant to 

serve the working class, were not only 

viewed as a solution but also an obliga-

tion. Furthermore, the baths could act 

as a recreational centre, viewed by social 

reformists as the responsibility of the gov-

ernment to provide to lower- and work-

ing-class citizens.32 Additionally, public 

FIG. 5. RUINS AFTER OTTAWA-HULL FIRE, TOPLEY STUDIO, JUNE 1900. | LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA, MIKAN NO. 3363983.
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baths constructed in urban centres during 

the nineteenth century were often built 

below a library, or one was included within 

the design of the bath.33 The inclusion of 

a library in Plant Bath further suggests 

that these baths were not only meant to 

serve as a space for working-class citizens 

to improve themselves physically, but intel-

lectually as well.34 The building of public 

baths in Ottawa was, therefore, clearly 

meant to provide a space for the cultiva-

tion of healthy, moral citizens. 

In 1919, the decision to provide two public 

baths was initiated by the municipal gov-

ernment.35 Each was named after mayors 

who were in office during the time of their 

construction, Frank Plant and Napoléon 

Champagne.36 Plant Bath was designed 

by architectural firm Millson & Burgess 

to mark the corner of Somerset and 

Preston Streets37 (figs. 7-8). Champagne 

Bath was designed by Ottawa architect 

Werner Ernest Noffke; located at 321 King 

Edward Avenue, it was a prominent part 

of the landscape in the neighbourhood of 

Lowertown (fig. 9).

Millson & Burgess arranged Plant Bath 

around the participation of both swimmers 

and spectators (fig. 10). Spectators’ access 

to the bath was indicated in the masonry 

above one of the two main entranceways 

(fig. 11). The 1922 plans show there was 

a public bathroom in the basement level, 

which was most likely intended for use 

by spectators.38 Millson & Burgess also 

designed a corridor leading from the 

“Spectators” entrance to the “Spectators 

Gallery” located on the second floor.39 

For the swimmers themselves, access was 

granted through a separate entranceway, 

where tickets could be purchased from 

the office on the ground floor. Separate 

changing rooms, complete with lockers, 

showers, and toilets, were provided for 

men and women. The women’s locker 

room was located on the second floor and 

also contained bathtubs.40 A caretaker’s 

apartment was also included in the design 

of the second floor, featuring a kitchen, 

living room, and bedroom. The pool 

occupied the majority of interior space at 

seventy-five feet in length by thirty feet in 

width.41 It would appear that these baths, 

while designed by separate architectural 

firms, bore some commonalities. Plans of 

Champagne Bath, drawn just prior to it 

renovation in 1990, show a layout similar 

to Plant Bath, complete with a caretaker’s 

apartment, although spectator participa-

tion is not as heavily emphasized.42

The exteriors of these baths, however, do 

differ substantially. The Neo-Gothic exter-

ior of Plant Bath would have resonated 

with other municipal buildings in Canada 

during that time, given the popularity of 

this mode43 (fig. 12). The red brick façade 

of the rather modest building is enlivened 

with ornamentation through its brickwork 

and masonry, including small mandorla-

shaped medallions that were incorpor-

ated above the main entrances and on the 

southeast end of the structure (fig. 13). 

These medallions display a boy holding a 

large fish, standing within waves of water. 

This motif communicates that the bath 

was not only a space where water played 

a central role, but could also be a refer-

ence to the Rideau River, the former loca-

tion for public swimming.44 Champagne 

Bath, on the other hand, was executed 

in a hybrid mode that blended Spanish 

Colonial Revival style, which was gaining 

currency in the 1920s in Canada, with the 

Prairie style.45 The red-tiled roofs of the 

side doors and broken pedimented main 

entrance reference the Spanish Colonial 

style, while the horizontal composition 

of the façade, articulated by a string 

course that compresses the second storey, 

and low-slung hipped roof, also exposes 

Noffke’s interest in the Prairie style dur-

ing that period46 (figs. 14-15). Additionally, 

the use of the Spanish Colonial style may 

have connoted a sense of leisure for those 

in the community, for it was a style com-

monly used for theatres at the time.47 This 

connection would have promoted the idea 

FIG. 6. SWIMMING PLACE ON THE RIDEAU RIVER, OTTAWA, 1920S. | LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA, MIKAN NO. 3387263.
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that Champagne Bath was a place for 

social and public gathering.

Neither building is particularly radical in its 

form or approach; however, each building 

within its respective working-class commun-

ity employed strategies that announced 

their presence. Plant Bath, angled on its 

corner lot, is set back from the street, pro-

viding relief to an otherwise congested 

and busy intersection.48 Champagne Bath 

is also located in an area of high traffic, and 

its overhanging roof and central staircase 

work to visually draw in the public from 

street level. Both announce themselves as 

community centres that are available to 

the public and make space for gathering, 

and they physically mark the community. 

Their visibility and accessibility contributed 

to their reception after their doors opened 

in May 1924. 

THE EARLY YEARS

Champagne and Plant Baths both proved 

to be immensely popular in the years 

following their construction. The Ottawa 

Citizen reported: “during the second 

week since the opening of the two civic 

baths the attendance has increased appre-

ciably.”49 Over the next several decades, 

the baths would host countless swimming 

competitions, provide space for several 

clubs, and be utilized by nearby schools.50 

The embrace of this civic space indicates 

the growing presence and importance of 

the baths in their respective communities 

within their early years of operation. 

Although firsthand accounts and documen-

tation surrounding the baths in the early 

years following their opening are sparse, 

several articles from the Ottawa Citizen 

give a sense of the operation and use of 

these buildings by the public. A letter to 

the editor describes the services provided 

to the patrons of Champagne Bath:

The operation of these baths call for the pur-

chase of thousands of towels, bathing suits, 

cakes of soap and so on. Even hair brushes 

are provided, and recently expensive hair 

driers were installed. The wonder is that 

this costly parentalism does not go to the 

extent of providing automobiles for the 

carrying of bathers back and forth.51

The list of services in this letter provides 

two important items of note. The first are 

the cakes of soap, indicating that these 

baths were not only sites for exercise 

but also cleansing, reinforcing the social 

reform backing that initiated their con-

struction. The second, while not actually a 

service available, is the writer’s comment 

on the provision of automobiles for the 

transport of bathers. Since automobile 

ownership was not widespread among 

the working class at the time, this com-

ment confirms that it was in fact the 

working class that were making use of 

the facilities, and that they were arriving 

there on foot, as the bath was located 

within walking distance. 

Another article in the Ottawa Citizen that 

sheds light on the use of the baths indi-

cates that children were scalping the swim 

tickets for the Champagne Bath in 1941. 

The punch tickets, sold for twenty-five 

cents at the beginning of each month, 

were good for ten swims at the bath. 

Some children were purchasing these 

punch tickets and then selling individual 

swims to their friends at a higher price, 

generally five to ten cents, for a rather 

good profit.52 The article indicates that 

“playground officials expressed concern, 

not for the effect on the revenue at the 

baths, for the racket makes not the slight-

est difference since ten punches equal 

ten youngsters, but they are seriously 

concerned about the moral effect on the 

young ticket scalpers.”53 This article not 

only provides valuable information on the 

system used for admittance into the bath, 

but also indicates that nearly twenty years 

after opening, the baths were perhaps 

not achieving the moral rejuvenation and 

cleansing originally intended. 

FIG. 7. PLANT BATH ON ITS CORNER LOT. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014.
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A third example that offers some insight 

into the use and culture surrounding the 

baths is in the report of a near drowning 

in 1939 at Champagne Bath. This article 

from the Ottawa Citizen explains how a 

thirteen-year-old resident of Lowertown, 

“although unable to swim,” had “obtained 

permission from her mother to go with 

some playmates to the bath where, telling 

attendants she could swim, she obtained 

a pass-key. She jumped into the water 

and sank, swallowing several mouthfuls 

of water.”54 This account provides not only 

further information on the processes sur-

rounding entrance to the bath, but also 

indicates that children, or at least young 

adolescents, were able to go to the baths 

unaccompanied by an adult (the child’s 

mother, in this instance). It also supports 

the notion that these public baths were 

community centres and extensions of the 

neighbourhood.

The Ottawa Citizen also provides visual 

evidence of the baths’ appearance over 

their years of operation. For instance, 

a photo from the May 15, 1956, issue 

supplies an image of the interior of 

Champagne Bath, taken on the unfortu-

nate event of a tragic drowning. The 

image depicts the investigation of the 

death, but also provides visual evidence 

of the tile decoration of the pool’s edge.55 

Although not as common as written arti-

cles on the baths, these types of images in 

the Ottawa Citizen provide useful docu-

mentation of the baths, as their interiors 

in particular would be altered and reno-

vated over the years. The fact that they 

were periodically pictured in the local 

news also adds credence to the idea that 

these sites were significant places of com-

munity identity and formation. 

The baths likewise reveal changing social 

and gender norms, which can be observed 

again through their use. Due to the over-

whelming popularity of “mixed” bathing 

times, provided as a trial for one month at 

Plant Bath in 1928, both baths established 

a schedule that would allow men and 

women to swim together at designated 

times during the week.56 That is not to 

say that all prescribed social and gender 

roles had been abandoned, however. The 

establishment of mixed bathing times at 

the baths also came with new regulations. 

The Ottawa Citizen article announcing 

the allowance of mixed bathing at the 

baths stated that:

For the four Wednesdays of this month, 

there were 206 persons in the pool for 

mixed bathing, of these 78 being women 

and 128 men. While there was absolutely 

no complaint of any rudeness on the part of 

the men, some women were a little sensitive 

because there were so many men without 

women companions.57

As a result of this “sensitivity,” it was 

decided that men could attend mixed 

bathing hours only if accompanied by 

“one or more female companions.”58 

It is also clear that the “permanent” 

establishment of mixed bathing was not 

all that permanent. Even though the 

superintendent of Champagne Bath was 

initially hesitant to adopt mixed bathing 

hours in 1928,59 it would appear that by 

1936 mixed bathing was only permitted at 

Champagne Bath.60 The revoking of mixed 

bathing at Plant Bath suggests that while 

likely novel at the time of its introduction, 

the patrons of the bath preferred to swim 

separately.61 

The baths, despite their popularity, faced 

possible closure in 1933. Due to an eco-

nomic crisis, funding the two municipal 

baths was viewed by some governing 

boards to be too great a strain on their 

city’s limited budget.62 The mayor was 

reported to be in favour of closing the 

baths: “The city can save a lot of money 

by closing both.”63 Despite these opin-

ions, there was opposition to the closing 

of the baths within the community. The 

Local Council of Women led a protest 

against the proposed closure and in a 

FIG. 8. PLANT BATH, EXTERIOR FAÇADE, NORTHERN ENTRANCE. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014.
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meeting with city officials reasoned that 

“the women of Ottawa were responsible 

for the inauguration of the playgrounds 

and they urged it would be false econ-

omy to close the baths.”64 In the wake of 

such public protest, it was decided that 

the baths would remain open, with the 

establishment of a tax that would cover 

the cost of operation.65 

Even though the baths were spared in 

1933, they always proved to be a finan-

cial burden to the city, and the question 

of whether or not to keep them open 

was periodically debated in the 1940s 

and 1950s. It was predicted that the baths 

would be profitable to the community 

when they were constructed, as indicated 

in an article from the Ottawa Citizen that 

reported on the first six months of oper-

ation. “It is clear that the swimming baths 

are fulfilling a good purpose, and that 

in an essential sense they are profitable 

institutions. In a financial sense they are 

not, but better results may be expected 

as time goes on.”66 The baths’ profitability 

was not measured financially, but rather 

for its benefit to the community. And 

when considering the level of care and 

maintenance necessary in maintaining 

a safe, hygienic, and healthy environ-

ment, it becomes evident that these 

baths were never intended to be finan-

cially sustainable.67 Despite the popular-

ity of the baths, and regular attendance 

by its patrons, the cost of operation and 

maintenance was clearly extensive and 

surpassed the profits in ticket stamp 

sales. As a result, the baths were continu-

ally considered for closure by the city.68 

Plant and Champagne Baths were always 

spared, however, because of the public 

support for the baths and the roles they 

played in their community. The primary 

reason presented by the public for their 

continued operation was their lifesaving 

role. This argument was rationalized by 

the number of citizens taught to swim 

in the baths, thus preventing a greater 

potential of drowning in the future. One 

citizen commented that “the number of 

young people who had learned to swim 

there would justify their existence even 

if the city never raised a cent on them.”69 

It is clear that while the public acknow-

ledged that the baths might not be finan-

cially viable, their value was not one that 

could be measured monetarily. 

THE “LEISURE CENTRE” AGE

In the mid-1980s, many of the public 

pools, which had by then increased to 

ten including Plant and Champagne 

Baths,70 were being converted into “lei-

sure centres” that would incorporate 

slides, “Tarzan ropes,” and other rec-

reational features into the pre-existing 

pools. While pools by their nature are 

related to notions of leisure and recrea-

tion, these “leisure centre” renovations 

aimed to provide alternate activities 

beyond strictly swimming. The ability for 

the baths to remain relevant and useful 

to the communities they served would 

be tested with the introduction of these 

“leisure centres.” It was during that time 

that Plant and Champagne Baths, the first 

municipal baths to be built in Ottawa, 

embarked on rather divergent paths. 

Plant Bath was actually one of the first “lei-

sure centre” conversions to be completed 

in the city, boasting a water slide, lounge, 

Tarzan rope, and solar-heated water at its 

reopening in August of 1983.71 The aim of 

these conversions was to provide a “leisure 

atmosphere” and they were “designed to 

appeal to people who aren’t attracted by 

FIG. 9. CHAMPAGNE BATH, EXTERIOR FAÇADE. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014. FIG. 10. PLANT BATH, EXTERIOR FAÇADE SHOWING THE TWO ENTRANCES. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014.
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the stark surroundings of other municipal 

pools.”72 Plant underwent a second reno-

vation the following year and reopened 

in May 1984, coinciding with the sixtieth 

anniversary of the bath’s official open-

ing in 1924. This renovation was much 

more extensive than in the previous year, 

although the city claimed that “the charm 

and character of the older building has 

been maintained.”73 The renovations also 

sought to further the leisure atmosphere 

through the addition of patio tables, 

chairs, parasols, plants, cedar deck, and 

a sauna.74 Both renovations altered not 

only the physical space of the bath, but 

also the way that it was used and viewed 

within the community. Plant Bath was now 

a recreational place, where the focus had 

shifted from exercise and health to leisure 

and fun. 

Champagne Bath, on the other hand, was 

estimated to be too costly to convert into 

a “leisure centre” and running the out-

dated, nearly sixty-year-old facility was 

also viewed to be too great an expense. 

So it was decided that the bath should be 

closed.75 Response to this decision from 

the community was expressed through 

numerous letters to the editor, published 

in the Ottawa Citizen.76 The majority of the 

responses indicated that Champagne Bath, 

as the sole “adults only” pool remaining 

in the city, was a place where those who 

were serious about the sport of swimming 

could go to exercise.77 One patron, Nan 

Sussman, claimed that “the people who 

swim here are extremely dedicated to the 

pool. It’s deep at both ends so it’s perfect 

for swimming laps. And since no children 

are allowed, it’s really attractive for adults 

who want to swim seriously.”78 The dedi-

cation of those who swam at Champagne 

can also be seen in the formation of a 

group called “The Friends of Champagne 

Bath,” led by Sussman. This collection of 

patrons of the bath recognized its unique 

position in the city and sought to see it 

remain open.79 The main part of the ration-

ale to close Champagne Bath was the pres-

ence of another city pool, just a few blocks 

away. But Sussman argued that the two 

pools “cannot be compared.”80 Although 

Champagne Bath was faced with competi-

tion, the facility had been able to distin-

guish itself from the others, providing an 

experience that could not be found else-

where. It is in this niche that Champagne 

Bath was spared, once again, from closure. 

HERITAGE RECONSIDERED 

Community involvement in the develop-

ment and support of these two build-

ings during that time, in addition to the 

celebration of their sixtieth anniversary, 

ultimately led to the heritage designa-

tion of both baths. Champagne Bath 

was designated in 1986 and Plant Bath in 

1994. Currently, the designation of these 

baths acknowledges the architecture of 

the buildings and the influential social 

reform movement that was the impetus 

for their construction. While these fac-

tors contribute to our understanding 

of each building, they do not consider 

aspects of the longer lives of the baths 

and the impact time has had in the shap-

ing of the buildings and their commun-

ities. Additionally, it does not address the 

working-class patrons of the baths, or the 

communities and citizens who made sure 

that they stayed open to this day. The 

Local Council of Women who protested 

against the closure of the baths in 1933, 

the Friends of Champagne Bath formed 

in the 1980s, and the countless citizens 

who raised their voices against proposed 

closures are responsible for the survival 

of both of these baths, and yet they are 

FIG. 10. PLANT BATH, EXTERIOR FAÇADE SHOWING THE TWO ENTRANCES. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014. FIG. 11. PLANT BATH, “SPECTATORS” (NORTH) ENTRANCE. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014. FIG. 12. PLANT BATH, EXTERIOR FAÇADE. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014.
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FIG. 13. PLANT BATH, SOUTHEAST FAÇADE. | MEREDITH STEWART, 2014.

all but forgotten. The many changes that 

each of the baths have undergone over 

the past ninety years, physically or other-

wise, are significant to the social and cul-

tural value of the buildings, and explain 

how they have managed to remain a vital 

part of the communities they serve. 

The case of the baths exposes insufficien-

cies in the heritage designation of each 

bath and the alternative approaches that 

could begin to provide a fuller picture of 

the value of these buildings. Supported 

by Lucie K. Morisset’s writing on the patri-

monial site, the study of the lives of these 

baths allows them to emerge not simply 

as heritage objects, but rather as objects 

of patrimony.81 The patrimonial object, as 

Morisset suggests, is one that is a “bearer 

of meaning,”82 and that meaning is car-

ried on from generation to generation 

through the object.83 As Morisset states, 

“Sites become traces of what has been 

collectively recognized by a certain col-

lective intelligence at a particular time. 

Over the long term, patrimony retains 

successive traces of this recognition as it 

is renewed or forgotten.”84 If we consider 

Plant and Champagne Baths as sites and 

objects of patrimony, the lives of these 

buildings, and the memories attached to 

the spaces, can be carried forward. These 

buildings are the spaces where the history 

of the community has been recorded, and 

the structures that remain represent these 

histories through both their physical 

changes and “collective memories.” 

What still remains unanswered, how-

ever, is how to represent and protect the 

patrimonial building. While the definition 

of a “heritage place” in Canada has cer-

tainly expanded in the past fifty years, it 

is still not clear how the designation of 

a monument can reflect its longer life, 

rather than a major historical moment 

(fixing the monument to a particular con-

text and time). The preservation of these 

buildings and their continued use in the 

community allow for these baths to serve 

as a reminder not only of their past, but 

of the active role their patrons play in the 

collective memory of the space. 

CONCLUSION

Plant and Champagne Baths belong to 

history, but also to the citizens and com-

munities they served over the past ninety 

years in Ottawa. The tumultuous lives of 

both Plant and Champagne Baths serve 

as a document of the changing fabric 

of the city and the efforts of those who 

fought to keep them open. The social 

changes that inform the physical state of 

the baths are made visible through age 

and wear, or effaced through renovation 

and restoration. The differing directions 

these two baths took are also particularly 

poignant when considering the similar-

ities between the two at the time they 

were first commissioned. Both baths were 

informed by the social reform movement, 

a product of the same commission, and 

they offered the same services when they 

opened. However, the Plant Recreational 

Centre and Champagne Fitness Centre 

were clearly shaped by their commun-

ities and patrons more than the factors 

that contributed to their construction. 

That they are able to continue to serve 

their communities allows these buildings 

to represent the past while actively par-

ticipating in the collective experience and 

memory of their patrons today. 
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