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rimum non nocere...” - Latin phrase trans-
lated “First, do no harm...”
 Although this phrase is most often associated with medical ethics, its 
overarching principle is a cautionary reminder, for even today’s good 
intentions may have unwanted future consequences.
 This dilemma is the greatest challenge facing forward thinking 
architects and designers. Addressing sustainability issues means encoura-
ging the best use of our environmental, economic and historical resources, 

of Reduce, Reuse, Recycle have by now permeated our collective cons-

 This will require a societal shift in perception. As home renovations 
and building projects continue to multiply, often under the mandate to 
update or replace with a “greener” version, these well-meaning initia-
tives may actually be a seductive siren call toward impending dire conse-
quences. For example, the Heritage Canada Foundation estimates that 
10 million tonnes of construction and demolition waste goes into land-
fills annually, and this debris constitutes 80 per cent of every landfill’s 
content. This clearly is not a sustainable practice.
 Not only is this so-called “waste” a travesty for environmental and 
economic reasons, it also represents a lost connection to our past. Sadly, 
it includes many examples of our remarkable built-heritage that can 
never be replaced. Once an architectural element is destroyed, such as 
the exquisite detailing of a hand-applied plaster cornice, it passes into 
memory for future generations.
 Julian Smith, executive director of the Willowbank School of 
Restoration Arts, located in Queenston, is an architect, scholar and 
heritage conservationist who envisions a society that fully embraces 

the concept of sustainability. He notes that Willowbank emphasizes 
“adaptive reuse of existing historical buildings and materials” as a 
critical factor toward encouraging a renewed relevancy for a place or 
item. Adapting what already exists gives it a “new utility” and allows 
for an important “continuity between past, present and future” that 
also strengthens our heritage.  
 Smith is concerned as well that we are becoming a society that covets 
“replica in lieu of authenticity.” It is an odd evolution to believe that 
constructing an architectural doppelganger or clone is preferable to 
the original, and it further serves to reinforce a collective disrespect of 
things past. This emphasis on creating reproduction has gained promi-
nence in design. Why do we needlessly recreate a piece to look vintage 
when a comparable salvage option is available, often with greater beauty 
and less cost?  
 Recognizing the severe future impact of today’s short-sighted 
practices can inspire society to forge a path of sustainability. Adopting 

choice when we undertake renovations to our homes or make everyday 
design decisions. For instance, we must start to create a real demand for 
reclaimed building materials and architectural salvage items.  This will 
help ensure that these items retain their true historical value. We can 
choose to embrace the past and look for ways to incorporate it into our 
present surroundings.
 Think beyond using salvage pieces only as singular design inclusions, 
such as a doorknocker or light switch-plate, and start to view entire 
projects as a chance for “adaptive reuse” of myriad materials and items. 
Install floorboards using reclaimed old-growth wood from decon-
structed buildings. (Unfortunately, lumber makes up the majority of 
debris that still goes to landfill.) Reuse salvaged shingles, metals and 
cedar shakes as part of your next siding or roofing project. These are 
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both now and for the indefinite future.  We are already familiar with 

major changes necessary to ensure a truly sustainable future.  
ciousness—but we still need to branch out further and support the 

some of the tenets for maintaining a balanced existence—the three R's 
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generally cast off in demolitions without regard for their long lifespan. 
Also, the quality of these items is typically superior to those available 
in today’s market, since they come from an era when natural resources 
were less processed.           
 As with individuals, much of a piece’s interest and significance is a 
result of its unique character. Resist the urge to “beautify” a piece of 
architectural salvage; instead, choose to revel in its aged majesty. Learn 
to appreciate a door’s worn patina around a well-used handle, and 
realize that you have now become part of its cultural history.  
 There is an important, sacred quality in sharing your space with 
pieces from the past. Perhaps it’s an acknowledgment and respect for 
where we have come from, or it might be admiration for the survival 
of beauty amid its inevitable decline. Let architectural salvage inspire 
you—and let’s not miss this great opportunity to live more sustainably 
in the process. Saving the past will save the future!
 Additional tips to keep in mind...
 Value what exists. The easiest way to incorporate architectural 

details that currently exist. Lately, governments are promoting various 
“green” initiatives for private residences and businesses. While this is 
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on occasion legitimately required, restoring 
and conserving what’s already present is, ulti-
mately, always the “greenest” option.
 Share the vision. When starting a project 
or renovation, enlist trades/craftspeople and 
independent businesses that are familiar with 
reusing vintage materials and committed to 
helping source existing materials instead of 
new. Resources such as Habitat for Humanity’s 
ReStore, with almost 30 locations in Ontario, 
as well as individual retail salvage gems like 
Legacy, in Cobourg, are more than eager to 
help customers source specific items. With 
some salvage suppliers offering online listings 
of current inventory, along with safe shipping 

of your purchase, finding that certain treasure 
has never been so easy.
 Practice architectural polygamy. Employ an 
eclectic spirit and mix architectural elements 
from various styles and periods to add layers 
of historical interest to your overall design.  
Variety truly is intriguing, and keeping an 
open mind to any and all salvage pieces is an 
opportunity to incorporate dynamic elements 
that expand everyday “ho-hum...where’s the 
fun?” design perceptions. Still hesitant to 
blend architectural salvage into your current 
decorating scheme? Start with pieces that 
utilize architectural salvage materials, such as 
reclaimed shutters, casement windows, and 
classical columns, but are re-purposed and 
transformed into new uses, such as functional 
cupboards and mirrors. Check out Artefacts.ca 
in St. Jacobs for some amazing ideas.   NMI

ResouRce Websites: 
 www.willowbank.ca 
 School of Restoration Arts located locally  
 in the Niagara Region 

 www.habitat.org   
 Habitat for Humanity’s Restore,  
 locations across Ontario

 www.legacyvintage.com 
 Architectural salvage and vintage building  
 materials, located in Cobourg,  
 Ontario-wide source

 www.artefacts.ca  
 Architectural salvage and vintage  
 building materials, located in St. Jacobs,  
 Ontario-wide source
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