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Good afternoon Mayor and Councilors. Thank you for making time for this presentation.

Today I will request two important, no cost   actions from Council. 

1. That Council suspends their court action to vary the Mack Laing Trust. 

2. That Council applies to the Heritage Registry of BC for heritage designation on 
Shakesides.

Hamilton Mack Laing died in 1982. He gifted the Town of Comox his land and home, in 
trust, in1973, and when he died he gave the Town his money in Trust. By agreeing to 
this arrangement, the Town became Mack Laing’s trustees. And, being his trustees, 
they were obligated to keep the house. His generosity was a golden opportunity. Today 
the potential of that opportunity is even greater.

Why did he do that? Think of that! Eight acres of ocean front, more than enough money
to purchase a new home in the Comox Valley and he also threw in his nice home, 
Shakesides, and its contents. Mack and his wife Ethel had no children of their own, but 
they did have relatives on both sides of the 49th parallel. He chose us over his relatives.

To know Mack is to understand his generosity. Mack was a teacher in Manitoba. When 
he left teaching to enter the scientific realm, he just entered a different classroom. Mack
had a passion for teaching which he never abandoned. Yes, he was an ornithologist, a 
collector, but much of his income came from writing articles for publication. In the early 
1950’s he penned what may be the first article written, in Canada, on the threat of oil 
spills to seabirds. I was fortunate to have known Mack and to have benefitted from his 
teaching skills. 



Mack foresaw this gift as a way for the educating process to continue. He was not even 
remotely inclined for fame. Mack Laing considered Shakesides as a venue for future 
generations to connect with both the natural world of the past by way of the vestiges of 
his life, and the natural world of the present. The property and the house were a unit.

To ensure that his wishes were followed, he had a Charitable Purpose Trust arranged 
between himself and the Town of Comox. As the name of the trust implies, there was 
both a charitable factor and a defined purpose.

Mack’s part of the agreement was to leave all property and possessions to the public. 
The town’s part of the deal was to follow those requirements as set out in the Trust. 
There is no fine print in the Trust.

When he died there were three buildings on the property, four if you count the 
outhouse.

Briefly his wishes were:

 The property was to be left undisturbed, in its natural state.

 Shakesides was to be open for the comfort and convenience of the public.

 His money gift had two purposes: 25% for capital improvement costs of 
converting his home to a natural history museum; and 75% to be invested, the 
interest earned to be applied to the annual operating expense of a natural history
museum.

 An art trust was to be created to handle any proceeds from art sales.

Local journalist Terry Farrell penned a column two years ago titled “What Would Mack
Laing Think”. That title still resonates today.

What would Mack Laing think? Have the terms of the trust been honoured? It can be 
argued that Mack’s wishes were ignored.

What  do you  think? Do heritage and history have any cultural  value? Should  legal
agreements be honoured?

In these days of reduce and re-use, should we be tearing something down so we can
buy more stuff to put something up? 

One thing Mack did think about was how to protect Shakesides from occasional high
water events. This building has an above ground basement with six foot high concrete
walls  and a  concrete  dyke  on three  sides.  I  have spoken to  three past  tenants  of
Shakesides representing 12 years of tenancy. One had an inch of water once in two
years, another had no floods in two years and the other tenant had an occasional event



in eight years. He has described that in detail. Mack had anticipated the possibility of
water problems and constructed the building accordingly.

It may prove unfortunate that Robert Filberg hadn’t given the topic some thought.

The ground shook in December 2018 when the Town of Comox admitted to spending 
Trust monies in ways that it should not have. Council then voted to restore $178,000 to 
the Trust making the new total about $265,000. This was a big step toward a practical 
resolution to the task of satisfying the Mack Laing Trust. 

Having a significant monetary base is beneficial for any Hertage site. It increases the 
chances of a successful grant application. A Heritage designation on the building, in 
tandem with a sound financial base, further enhances the possibilities for support from 
granting agencies. As listed in our Business Plan, there exists many heritage-oriented, 
granting organizations. 

For this reason, suspending the legal action and applying for heritage designation is a 
wise, cost free move. This would allow a pause to plumb for sources of support. 

Do we as a community value our heritage? If so, are we prepared to determine if it 
exists? Perhaps Shakesides would fail the test. In that event, Comox has neither 
increased its legal bill nor lost any of the Trust money. But, if Shakesides does pass the
test, it is still dependent upon financial grants to conserve the building. And the 25% 
would then be accessible in accordance with the terms of the Trust. We can get this far 
in the process without any cost.

Remember the 75%, invested in perpetuity. Only the interest can be used for annual 
operating expenses. Unless the museum becomes operational, all of that money 
remains in the Trust, for a possible variation later. The action of applying for heritage, 
therefore, has a no risk factor.

This serves to clear the air over whether it is achievable or not. And whether there 
exists heritage value.   

Shakesides is not without problems, but they are problems which can be resolved. The 
skills and talent in the volunteer group shown in the Business Plan would go a long way
towards mitigating the remedial costs. Materials and supplies have been offered at a 
cost-reduced rate and in some instances they would be donated.

By the way, it is tonic for the heart to experience the support and enthusiasm that these
people have shown. Of all the people I approached, only one was hesitant. Support for 
saving Shakesides is further demonstrated with our petition of about 1,000 signatures.

The northwest corner room of Shakesides is of particular heritage interest, for the 
vertical paneling, the ceiling panels and the casement windows. This room would 
become the nature house – the modern definition of a nature museum. 



The northeast would likely be best served as an office and storage room for the 
operation of the building. It would also serve as a library. A local antique collector 
acquired many of Mack’s books in a garage sale; she has generously offered to donate 
them to the nature house. 

The building will be rewired, the wood floors brought back to splendor, and the glass 
replaced in the windows.

If considered necessary, a fourth low wall will be added to the dyke.

The bathroom will be completely replaced. It helps to have an architect on the team.

Because the Trust prohibits public vehicular traffic, Shakesides will remain a walk-in 
facility.

The space of the living room and kitchen will become the common room for small 
meetings. This room is approximately 450 square feet and the occupancy permit will 
reflect that size. Shakesides, by size constraints, will be restricted to small groups of 
people.

As stated in the Business Plan, staffing will be done by volunteers, with the exception of
summer student employees. It is felt that two summer students would be ideal, if 
student grants allowed for it. Volunteer staff could be responsible for all of the in-house 
operation.

If it is Council’s desire that this project be at low, or no cost, to taxpayers then let’s give 
that a chance to happen. This is an opportunity for this Council to be the heroes - which
will solve a problem which past councils have all passed forward since 1982. 

In closing, I urge you to put the legal file on hold and register the building to avoid us all 
going to court again.

Keeping Shakesides would have many benefits:

 An optimum learning opportunity in the house he lived in, using articles which he 
wrote.

 A trove, 67 file boxes in Vic Archives, to use as educational material and to 
rotate through the museum to keep the displays fresh

 Growth of the perpetual fund.

 Display space for art.

Finally, Mack deserves to be treated with kindness for his generous gift to the people of
Comox.


