
PRESENTATION TITLE PAGE 1

Urbanizing Kitchener:

A Historical Geospatial 
Perspective 

Connecting place with space



A digital resource 
providing answers to:

• Who worked at the Walper Hotel? 
Who owned it?

• Who used to live in my house?
• How many tailors where there 

between 1900-1930?
• What positions were there at 

Erb & Co (furniture maker)?
• When was this building built?
• When was this gown shop a bakery?
• Where were all the button factories?
• Where did the Breithaupt family work?
• Why does this address not exist 

anymore?
• What homes were demolished  to 

build high-rises and street expansions?
• How much did a restaurant meal cost?



BACKGROUND

The Geospatial Centre received a SSHRC grant to 
“spatialize” 100 years worth of KW Vernon City 
Directories (1900-2000)

Digital PDFs of all directories and relevant Fire 
Insurance Plans were obtained from the Kitchener 
Public Library and the Waterloo Historical Society

- SSHRC: Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada

- Fire Insurance Plans: Used for analyzing street name and number changes



BACKGROUND

The City Directories include:

▪ Names and addresses of residents, their 
occupations and places of employment



BACKGROUND

The City Directories include:

▪ Names and addresses of residents, their 
occupations and places of employment

▪ Business addresses and business names



BACKGROUND

The City Directories include:

▪ Names and addresses of residents, their 
occupations and places of employment

▪ Business addresses and business names
▪ Business advertisements



GOAL

This project aims to collate 100 years of 
city directories into one database, and 
create an interactive online map offering:

▪ Lookups and Keyword searches for 
names, addresses, occupations, 
businesses, and business types

▪ An organized list and map of the 100-
year history of all buildings (residential 
and business) and parcels of land in 
KW

▪ A spatial display of entries, revealing 
connections, relations, and local stories 
of the past

▪ Endless opportunities for historical 
local research



PROGRESS

Converting text from each city directory into a geodatabase 

▪ Cleaning up the text
▪ Bringing each entry, along with address info into Excel
▪ Geocoding (assigning latitude/longitude based on address)
▪ Preparing the data for mapping



Sample Residential Record

With one click…dozens of records will be available



Sample Business Record

Google Street View, 2018



Vernon Directory Advertisements

▪ Ads tell a story about the community at a given point in time

▪ Reveal business or building longevity

▪ Capture cost of items and inflation

▪ Provide manufacturing and commercial information

▪ Offer insight into the times
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Using Ads to Study Business/Building Longevity

PEARL LAUNDRY

Google Street View, 2018



Pearl Laundry

90 Queen St. S : Pearl Laundry

1901 1948

1951



CASTLE INN

Google Street View, 2017



Castle Inn

Castle Inn: 1508 King St. E.

1958

1936

1936

1936

1985



2008

2013

Google Street View: 1508 King St. E.



Cost of Goods

Using Ads to Study Cost of Goods

1907

1901

1935



Exploring Local History

The Vernon City Directory provides insight into the lives of KW 
residents

▪ Where did they live?

▪ Where did they work?

▪ What were their occupations?



Residential Narratives : Staebler, Norton E.

1935 : 108 King St W

1936-1938 : 24 Ellen St E

1939-1940 : 95D Church St

1941-1948 : 25 Merner Ave



Occupational Narrative: Louis Steppler

▪ 1919-1924 – Shipper, Williams Glove 
Company

▪ 1925-1930 – Sales Manager, Doering
Trunk Co. Ltd.

▪ 1934-1936 – Goodrich Rubber

▪ 1937-1940 – Merchant Rubber

▪ 1942-1951 – Dom Truck Equipment

▪ 1952-1958 - Shipper, Smuck’s China 
Shop

Lived at 95 Weber St. E



Business Narrative: who worked for the 
Walper Hotel? : Employees and Positions



Exploring Local History

The Vernon City Directory provides insight into K-W’s business 
and manufacturing industry

1919
• 17 Butchers
• 9 Button manufacturers
• 1 carriage maker
• 6 cleaning and pressing
• 11 candy and ice cream shops
• 12 Dentists
• 11 dress makers
• 20 furniture makers
• 13 garages
• 3 glove manufacturers
• Over 140 insurance companies!
• 20 music teachers
• 34 nurses
• 6 restaurants
• 4 rubber manufacturers
• 7 shirt and collar makers
• 15 shoe repairers
• 12 tobacconists
• 4 vet surgeons



Mapping the Manufacturers: 1912



Francis, Charles, Joseph streets, Kitchener
Today, it is occupied by the Kitchener Downtown 
Community Health Centre, Palette, Dabbabi and 
Tannery Event Centre 

Breithaupt St., Kitchener
Today, it is occupied by Google



Frederick 
and King



ENDLESS RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES

▪ The evolution of businesses in KW – which businesses existed 100 years ago? 
Which services and businesses thrived the longest? Which locations had the 
highest turnover? When did we start seeing technology entering KW? 

▪ Occupational mobility – did workers change their occupations or places of 
employment frequently?

▪ What occupations did people have throughout the last century? What was 
common in the 1900s? 1950s? 

▪ Residential mobility - Did residents stay in the same housing for long periods, or 
did they move often? 

▪ City regeneration – brownfield studies (land contamination)

▪ Property re-development – which addresses have had buildings significantly 
renovated, or torn down? Which single dwellings been demolished to develop 
larger buildings? How has the population density or households per square km 
changed through time?



▪ Studying vacancy of buildings. Conversion of vacant buildings to open or green 
spaces. Studying the evolution of public spaces

▪ Original structures: an inventory and analysis of historically significant buildings 
– which historical structures still exist today? 

▪ The study of specific establishments – locations of, and numbers of schools, 
churches, libraries, post offices, banks, hotels, railroad stations, saloons, 
entertainment, stables, etc. 

▪ The study of increasing restaurant establishments – when did the trend of eating 
outside the home start occurring? Do we have diversity in ethnic restaurants? 
When did this start occurring, and which ethnicities? When did franchises begin? 
Drive-in restaurants? 

▪ Studying neighbourhood development, street name changes

▪ Genealogy – following the surnames of relatives over the years and their spatial 
patterns

▪ Personal house research





In Conclusion

Urbanizing Kitchener: 
A Historical Geospatial Perspective will offer: 

A comprehensive organized portal to local historical 
information enabling historical narratives, while encouraging 
users to develop a sense of place through geospatial 
exploration


