“CANAL CONSTRUCTION”
MURAL
140 KING STREET
WELLAND, ONTARIO

Prepared for City of Welland Heritage Advisory Committee
(Heritage Welland)

Nora A. Reid, M.A. (History of Art)

Feb. 7, 2018



“‘CANAL CONSTRUCTION” MURAL

Prepared by Nora A. Reid, M.A.
For the City of Welland Heritage Advisory Committee
Feb. 7, 2018

ARTISTIC VALUE

The mural (Figure 1) has intrinsic artistic value as part of a mural arts project in the
1980’s and early 1990’s that engaged the whole community of Welland. In addition, it is
the work of a painter who was well known locally, nationally and in Europe (see ARTIST
below.)

As to it’s value as a stand alone work of art, the mural is a bold and striking creation that
expertly illustrates its theme of “construction of the Welland Canal bypass — machinery”
as chosen by the Promote Welland Task Force in 1988.*

The mural depicts the construction of the Welland Canal bypass in the 1970’s and
expresses the relationship between man and machinery. The artist, Bas Degroot, gave
this interpretation of the mural: “| mainly tried to create an atmosphere of labour,
suggesting the huge size of the project by visualizing the machinery as large, insect-like
black silhouettes with just a few, seemingly unimportant people. The white silhouette of
a gull reminds me of spiritual motivation and human strife, that shapes our world.”?

CONSTRUCTION

Almost all the murals were constructed using the same materials and methods. The
Promote Welland Task Force set up a Quality Control Committee under Chairman
Mario Ventresca of Star Painters and Decorators in Welland. This Committee did
extensive research into the technical aspects of mural construction before launching the
project.

First, painted or masonry walls were water blasted to remove paint or other treatments
and leave a clean surface. Each wall was framed to the correct size with 16 guage, 2” x
1 %2 “anodized aluminum angles using stainless steel drive screws. A semi-rigid
expanded polystyrene insulation board named “Thermwall” manufactured by
MacNaughton-Brooks was bonded to the substrate in 2'x4’ sections with resin-fortified
“Thermwall 1874” adhesive. More adhesive was used to attach the next layer, a
specially woven and treated fiberglass mesh. The final finish consisted of an acrylic-



fortified coat of white Portland cement and fine silica sand known as “Gazelle Hyde”.
This was troweled on to provide a seamless surface and was supposed to give a high
degree of strength and crack resistance with light weight.

Acrythane paint was selected for the murals, a polyurethane acrylic isocyanate enamel
used in industrial settings including for locomotives, trucks, aircraft and petroleum
tankers. It was chosen for its physical and chemical properties including high gloss
retension, exterior durability, solvent and mildew resistance, stone chip resistance,
colour retention, fast drying and flexibility.

The artists used various methods to transfer their maquette designs to full scale. Some
used gridlines, others projected the image onto the wall after dark and traced it. Still
others worked freehand. Bas Degroot produced a full-scale stencil of the Canal
Construction mural offsite and used it to trace the outline on the Thermwall panel.?

AGE

The Canal Construction mural was created during the first summer of the Festival of
Arts. Artist Bas Degroot began work on “Canal Construction” on July 26, 1988 (Figure
4), just four months after relocating to Canada from Holland.* The mural was finished
that summer.

ARTIST
Bas Degroot

Local artist Bas Degroot was born into a family of Dutch craftsmen and artists in
Gorinchem, the Netherlands, in 1948. He later studied at universities in the Netherlands,
Switzerland and Canada. Bas and his family immigrated to Canada in March of 1988.

“Canal Construction” was Degroot’s first Canadian work and his first opportunity to
create an exterior painted mural.®> Major works by Degroot include works completed in
terra cotta, bronze, brick, paint and stained glass in 25 cities in Canada and the United
States. Many of his works can be found in the Niagara area, including Niagara Falls and
Welland. He was also a translator, book illustrator and author of many articles and eight
books in Dutch.

Important works in the Netherlands include a brick mosaic and square for theater "De
Bussel" in Oosterhout, a brick mosaic for the Moonen building in Waalwijk, and a
mosaic in granite for the arena "de beverbol" in the city of Ridderkerk.



Degroot had a particular interest in creating original Christian art. Locally he created
twelve stained glass windows for the Crossroads Centre in Burlington, a large brick
mosaic for the Maid of the Mist building in Niagara Falls, a sculpture of two beavers for
the Welland bus terminal, a brick mosaic mural “New World” constructed in 1990 on
Holy Trinity Anglican Church hall at 77 Division Street (facing Market Square) containing
almost 12,000 bricks of seven colours (Fig. 10), also the design for the Welland Canal
Memorial Monument in Merritt Park (Fig.9). Major works in the USA can be found in
Florida, Kentucky and Louisiana.

The Bas Degroot website describes him as a visual artist whose work

...ranged from meticulously detailed illustrations of nature's smallest
creatures, to monumental mosaics of brick and mortar that stretched across
more than 1,000 square feet. In much of his art, Degroot championed social
justice, wrestled with the conflicting nature of modernity, and explored the
enduring value of spirituality. Degroot pioneered innovative artistic
techniques, including many-layered, brilliantly unpainted stained glass, and a
new kind of monumental brick mosaic that could incorporate over 12,000
bricks.®

Degroot found working outdoors on the Canal Construction mural challenging, not least
because he was afraid of heights, but with some positive elements. He was quoted as
saying,

Working outdoors can keep me from further developing a design. That is a
disadvantage, since | have the habit of almost endlessly adjusting and
(hopefully) improving, only stopped by deadlines. On the other hand, being
in contact with the people who will have to live with my work, having a chat
now and then, exchanging views, is very rewarding. Yet, in the future,
someone should prevent them from climbing and shaking my scaffolding
while | am attempting to paint at the highest stage, being very afraid of
heights, trying very hard to forget where | am. *



HISTORICAL CONTEXT

EVENT, ACTIVITY, ORGANIZATION
Welland Festival of Arts

This mural was part of the “Festival of Arts”, a project of the “Promote Welland Task
Force” started in 1988. The idea came from the mural project in Chemainus, B.C. that
had made the Vancouver Island town a tourist destination. In 1986, Mike Allen, owner
of the Seaway Mall, visited Chemainus and brought back the idea to Welland. He
commissioned the first mural on the Seaway Mall in 1986.

In the 1980’s Welland was in the process of losing its industrial base and the
unemployment rate was at 27% as compared to the national average of 11%. Added to
this was the decay of the downtown core exacerbated by the establishments of malls
and plazas on the City’s outskirts.® In an effort to address these problems, the Promote
Welland Task Force - a non-profit organization whose mandate was to promote
economic growth and prosperity - took up the Chemainus idea, creating the “Festival of
Arts” and raised money to execute the first 13 murals in the summer of 1988, including
“Canal Construction”. Ten more were completed in 1989 and three more in 1990,
including Bas Degroot’s brick mosaic mural “New World” on Holy Trinity Church Hall
(Figure 10) °®

Fundraising was kicked off with a full-page ad in the Welland Tribune on June 26,
1987 that explained the plan for “permanent, exciting” murals that would become a
“‘must see” and asked “Have you heard? Welland is on the brink of something big!” and
continued over the next two and one-half years. At the start of the project there was
much community support — 12 committees were established and hundreds of local
volunteers helped with organization and opened their homes to the artists. Volunteers
researched mural themes and locations, solicited memberships, raised funds,
researched paint, did marketing and sold souvenirs. Financial backing came in from
local companies and businesses including Seaway Mall (Doral Holdings), Leon’s
Furniture, Canadian Tire Acceptance, John Deere, The Royal Bank, Gencorp
Automotive, Shoalts Construction, Atlas Steels, Atlas Credit Union, Stelco, E.S. Fox,
Lincoln Plaza, Downtown Development Board, Rose City Plaza, Casa Del Toro and
Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce. Local service clubs and other organizations
contributed including the Jaycees, Legion, Masonic Association, Lions Club, Rotary
Club, Moose Lodge, St. Andrew’s Church, Niagara Regional Exhibition, Slovak Club,
Optimist Club and Welland Area Clergy Association.°




All levels of government, local organizations and individuals contributed to fund the
project. Total federal funding was over $109,000. The Ontario Ministry of Culture and
Communications provided a $15,000.00 grant. The City of Welland gave $30,000.00
and the Regional Municipality of Niagara $1,000. **

For the first murals in the summer of 1988, the Task Force chose 15 themes from local
history. The Welland Public Library at 140 King Street (now the Welland Historical
Museum) was one of the sites chosen for a mural.

Artists were invited to submit biographies and slides of their work and a panel of three
judges - Dr. Peter Harris, Director of Rodman Hall Art Gallery, Toronto architect Terry
Fitsialos and Ken Cosgrove of the Fine Arts department at Niagara College - selected
19 artists from the 42 entries from across Canada to provide maquettes (Figure 2)
(small pictures of the completed work) based on one of the selected themes. The
submissions were judged on artistic merit, historical accuracy and architectural
suitability.*?

The festival continued the following two years and a total of 29 murals were completed
on the walls of buildings both publicly and privately owned throughout the downtown
area and in the north end of the City.

Rick Woodward, Executive Director of the Festival, promoted it extensively to local
groups and officials, predicting that it would become the generator of an economic
renaissance here, bringing in millions of dollars in tourist revenue to the community by
1992 and making about $64 million in direct and indirect revenue for the local economy.
Ontario Chamber of Commerce director Bill Cook echoed the sentiment, predicting that
“...it will attract throngs of tourists.”3

There was a spike in media interest during the actual painting of the murals, with reports
in print media and TV news locally, in Toronto and Buffalo, and as far away as Japan
and Latvia'* and tourists, local and out-of-town, watched the process as murals were
painted. Unfortunately, unlike Chemainus B.C., where the mural project brought in
hundreds of thousands of visitors and injected millions of dollars into the local
economy,*® the predicted long-term tourism and economic benefits for Welland never
really materialized. As Tribune writer Mark Tayti noted in May of 1997 “...the local
boost in tourism was nominal and enthusiasm for the project slowly fizzled out.”*¢

The long-term survival of the murals became an issue as early as 1996 (see more
under CONDITION below). Rick Woodward spoke of the failure to make long term plans
for the care of the murals in an article urging citizens to attend workshops seeking a



solution: “Failure to take action will hurt in the long run” he said. “They reflect the
stories of our forefathers, our grandparents...| think it's important we don'’t let this slip
away from us...What's needed...is a way of creating a sense of ownership of the murals
and creating events around them.” He also cited the need to develop a collections
management policy, budget and fund-raising initiatives.’

The Promote Welland Task Force in the first flush of creating the project in the 1980’s
not only failed to make long term plans for upkeep of the murals and the associated
costs, but also failed to consider the fact that most of them were on privately owned
buildings and could be removed at the whim of any future owner. The Task Force
divested itself of any interest in maintaining the murals citing the fact that the members
did not have the financial resources or the “skills and expertise” necessary.!8

Two citizen workshops were held during May of 1996, organized by Tourism of Welland
Niagara, to discuss the future and the maintenance of the murals. Attendees agreed on
the need for a newly redeveloped “Festival of Arts” and a charitable organization that
could take over “ownership” of the murals from the Task Force.'® The word “ownership”
in the news articles is somewhat misleading as technically, the murals are “owned” by
the owner of the building they are affixed to. “Responsibility” for their upkeep might
have been a better choice of words.

In 1997, Bas Degroot became Chairman of a “New Festival of Arts” Committee
headquartered at Seaway Mall that was organized to restore the murals, promote them
better and initiate new murals and cultural projects. The new Board had about 12
members, with Susan Morin as vice-chair and Don Holland as secretary-treasurer. At
the time Degroot said one mural was in such bad condition “it should be painted over”.
The committee aimed to first restore and preserve the murals and improve their
surroundings with new lighting and signage. Other ideas were to hold workshops and
guest appearances by the muralists, use them to teach Welland’s heritage to school
groups, hold an annual summer festival with exhibitions, courses and special
performances and stimulate the creation of new art works in the City. A membership
campaign was launched with categories from $5 to $50 with the $50 (platinum) donors
receiving a free mural poster and limited-edition lithoprint of one of the murals.?°

DeGroot wanted to shift the focus on the murals from business back to arts and culture.
The week of August 23rd, 1997 saw a two-day celebration sponsored by the Welland
Downtown Development Board with mural tours, a display at the Welland Museum, a
children’s contest, clowns, artists displaying their work, workshops and music at the Bus
Terminal, but the turnout was less than well attended with only about 200 people
showing up. Some restoration work on the murals continued in 1997 and 1998, with 16



of the 28 murals restored by the summer of 1998. The manager of Tourism of Welland
Niagara (TOWN) offered a free “step-on-guide” to describe the murals for bus tour
operators and endeavored to encourage them to stay in town for a meal at local
restaurants afterward rather than heading to Niagara Falls or St. Catharines.?!

The original murals painted between 1988 and 1990 cost a total of $1 million. In 1998
the New Festival of the Arts under Degroot developed a plan to expand the existing
number of murals with new, “low maintenance” ceramic and terra cotta murals. The aim
was to make them much less expensive, more durable and less prone to vandalism as
well as to revive interest in the murals. The new committee also suggested landscaping,
parking and refreshments near the murals to encourage tourism. Concurrently, there
were efforts to continue to market the murals to tourists through the City’s TOWN
(Tourism of Welland Niagara) agency. 22

In June of 2000, the New Festival of Arts received $45,000.00 from the Ontario Trillium
Foundation to create a Festival of Arts website, an electronic photo gallery, a full colour
walking tour map of the murals and to hold a national mural contest.?® Since then the
walking tour brochures have gone out of print and the Festival, along with any plans for
the long-term upkeep or marketing of Welland’s giant murals has faded into history.

PERSONS
Promote Welland Task Force Board

Members of the Board in 1988 when the Festival of Arts was initiated were
President — Mikki Roy (Executive Director, Big Brothers Association)
Vice-President — Connie Sonnenburg

Secretary — Heather Rohrer (The Tribune)

Treasurer — Ivar Noren (Head of Business, Niagara College)
Member-at-Large — John Van Kooten (Publisher, The Tribune)

Past Chairman — Gerry Bujold (Bujold, Colburn and Donahue Insurance)

Executive Director, Festival of Arts — Rick Woodward, previously Program Director for
CHOW Radio, public relations professional.?*



ENVIRONMENT

CONTINUITY

This mural contributes to the continuity of the display of murals in the downtown area,
some of which have already been lost. The loss of any other murals would further
diminish and be detrimental to this display of outdoor art.

LANDMARK

Along with other remaining murals in the downtown core, “Canal Construction” is a
conspicuous and familiar landmark in the downtown.

INTEGRITY
SITE

The 27foot x 17foot mural is on its original site and has not been moved. The mural is
located on the north wall of the Welland Historical Museum (former Welland Public
Library) at 140 King Street facing the parking lot off Young Street. The Museum
building was designated under the Ontario Heritage Act in 2006 but this portion of the
building, added in 1961, is not covered by the designation.?®

Downtown was chosen to locate the main cluster of murals to accommodate walking
tourists and for proximity to downtown businesses and the bus terminal. The site for
Canal Construction, like those of other individual murals, was chosen based on the
following criteria: accessibility, parking availability, security (not in a secluded area),
good lighting, and proximity to other murals.?® In an interview in the Welland Tribune of
Jan. 7, 1988, Mary Anne Christoff stated “They (the murals) must be well-lighted or
must allow for lights to be installed; they must be accessible to pedestrians and there
must be parking nearby...” and the locations must also be “...vandalism proof..."%’

CONDITION/ ALTERATIONS

Despite the Task Force’s careful selection of materials, methods and sites as described
above, it was evident quite early that the carefully chosen materials were not holding up
as predicted against the weather, bird droppings and vandalism. Problems with the
materials and process used to paint the murals, along with damage caused by
vandalism surfaced within a year. Ross Beard’s mural on the liquor store showed



damage from both vandals and materials failure as early as December of 1988. At the
time Woodward admitted that curing of the base on the panels may have been rushed:
“Maybe it would have needed another week of curing before the paint was applied...”?8
April of 1989 saw tempers flair at a meeting between artists, the head of the Festival
Technical Committee, representatives from the manufacturers of Thermwall and the
acrythane paint as to whether it was inferior materials or an unforeseen level of
vandalism that caused the damage and cracking on five of the barely year old murals.?°
By 1996 Mary-Anne Christoff, past president of the “Promote Welland Task Force”
stated that “These murals are in a mess” with a “crisis situation in some cases”.3°

The Canadian Conservation Institute provided a report on the murals in April of 1996,
citing damage such as peeling paint, bird droppings and nests, cracking and flaking,
rusting screws, dirt, graffiti and deficient caulking. Severe vandalism was reported on
the murals on the front and side of the Welland YMCA building and the LCBO building
on East Main, with an estimate of $10,000 for repairs earmarked by the Task Force for
those alone. 3!

Despite good intentions and some restoration work, it has been decades since any
upkeep has been done on the murals. As Rick Woodward noted: “Once you make a
commitment to building something you'd better make a commitment to taking care of it
afterward”.3?> Neither ongoing maintenance nor the problem of ownership has been
addressed. An easement on the property title of each building where a mural was
located requiring owners to retain the murals would have prevented the loss of murals
like “Canal Digging” by Brian Romagnoli and “Lift Bridges” by Greg Garand.

“Canal Construction” has fared better than many other murals. The paint appears to be
intact and has kept much of its vibrancy of colour (compare Figures 1 and 5). This
could be enhanced with a cleaning to remove the surface dirt evident in Figures 15 &
16. More concerning are a number of cracks mostly located on the black painted areas
depicting machinery (Fig. 15). The uneven surface created by the cracked sections
suggests that the cracks are not merely on the paint surface but extend through to the
“Thermwall” base and may become a problem as time goes on. At one point during the
last decade there was water seeping down from the roof behind the mural but the
seepage problem was resolved by repairing the roof flashing.3® This could be what
created the cracking of the paint surface and perhaps the base panel.
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Figure 1
“Canal Construction” 2017 Photo: N. Reid

Figure 2
Maquette for Canal Construction
Source: Welland Historical Museum
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Figure 3
Unveiling of maquettes for murals
Welland Tribune June 25, 1988
Bas DeGroot at right

Figure 4
Bas Degroot first day of work
on Canal Construction mural
Welland Tribune July 26. 1988
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Figure 5
“Canal Construction” in 1991
Source: Jerry Gibb, A Festival of Canadian Art: Welland’s Giant Outdoor Murals
(Promote Welland Task Force, 1991)
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Figure 6
Bas DeGroot accepts donation
for mural restorations as Chair of
revived “Festival of Arts” in 1997
Welland Tribune Aug. 20, 1997

Figure 7
Restoration work on one of the murals
September 1997
Welland Tribune Sept. 24, 1997
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Figure 8
Artist Bas Degroot
Creator of “Canal Construction” Mural
Source: A Festival of Canadian Art:
Welland’s Giant Outdoor Murals

Figure 9
Welland Canal Memorial Monument, Merritt Park, Welland
Designed by Bas Degroot
Photo N. Reid 2016
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Figure 10

Bas Degroot brick mosaic “New World” on wall of Holy Trinity Church,
Division Street, Welland

Figure 11
Festival of Arts donor recognition certificate

16



Figure 12

Flyer advertising Festival of Arts, 1987
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Figure 14
Festival of Arts '88 brochure
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Figures 15 & 16
Mural today showing surface dirt on light coloured areas and cracking and uneven
surface on black. Photos N. Reid, Feb. 2018
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Canal Construction Mural Recommendation for Designation:

Criteria for Designation (from the Heritage Toolkit)
Property should have

Design or Physical Value
e Rare or unique
e High degree of craftsmanship or artistic merit
e High degree of technical/scientific achievement
Historical or Associative Value
¢ Direct associations with a theme, event, person, activity, organization etc.
significant in the community
¢ Information that contributes to an understanding of a community or culture
¢ Reflects work of an architect, artist or builder significant to the community
Contextual Value
e Important in defining, maintaining or supporting the character of an area
e Physically, functionally or historically linked to its surroundings
e Is alandmark

This mural meets all these criteria —
Design — it is one of a kind and high degree of artistic merit
Historical/Associative Value — direct association with major community project, the

“Festival of Arts”; provides understanding of community aspirations and values during
that time; work of a local artist who completed several major projects in Welland.

Contextual Value — part of the character of the neighbourhood; directly part of and
enhances the heritage designated building (Carnegie Building) where it is located
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