DESIRABLE OPPORTUNITIES:
VOLUNTEERING AT

Westfield Heritage Village
PHOTOS BY MIKE DAVIS

I

t takes a large crew of people to get Westfield Heritage Village humming, especially
during such special events as the annual maple syrup festival. Westfield is a collection
of more than 35 historical buildings located in Rockton and managed by Hamilton
Conservation Authority. Costumed guides interpret 19th-century rural life of Upper Canada,
offering a “living history” experience. Most of these interpreters are trained, experienced
volunteers who get as much out of their work as the many visitors. Here are some thoughts
from three of the 400 volunteers who are dedicated to Westfield.

The 19th century comes alive at Westfield Heritage Village, where costumed
interpreters guide your day and you can ride a wagon pulled by horses. Kathleen
Gardiner steps out of the way of Dr. Richard Johnson driving Randy and Johnny.

50 Niagara Escarpment Views • spring 2015

Why I Volunteer...

Kathleen Gardiner interpreting the innkeeper’s wife
Favourite aspect:
“Re-enacting or recreating history for visitors, cooking and
baking historic recipes on period stoves and open hearths,
and working alongside friends who share a love of history.”
Most interesting experience:
“This is difficult to narrow down to just one thing. However,
the best thing that happened recently was being a part of
the Christmas Table. The last few years, the Christmas Table
has been a dinner theatre loosely based on Downton Abbey.
It was so rewarding and such fun, and so worth the extra
work and time involved. I feel very fortunate to be asked to
be a part of it.I can’t say enough good things about it.”
What I get:
“When I first started volunteering, I loved the idea of
re-enacting and pretending to live in a different time
period. My family’s interest in history and visiting historic
sites developed my interest and knowledge of history. Not
long after my start at Westfield, my volunteer work in the
school programming allowed me to get the experience I
needed teaching children and youth, to apply to teachers’
college. I have become a high school (usually science)
supply teacher. When I was younger I was fairly shy about
speaking publicly or even to small groups. Volunteering at
Westfield as an interpreter has helped me with this a great
deal, making it possible for me to feel comfortable speaking
in front of a classroom of students. My teaching experience,
in turn, has helped to make me a better interpreter.

Patrick Dolson as a French Canadian voyageur of the
Northwest Trading Company
Favourite aspect:
“My favourite part of being a volunteer is being able
to get away from modern things, like having fun
interacting with guests while dressing up in historical
outfits and acting like I’m from the past.”
Most interesting experience:
“The most interesting thing that has happened to
me so far is the chance to participate in things that
I dreamed of doing as a child, like playing in the
woods and dressing up in amazing costumes. Also
participating in amazing events such as the Civil
War re-enactments and ice cream festivals.”
What I get:
“The reason I volunteer is not just about the costumes
and old-fashioned settings but being able to put
a smile on a child’s face and make them excited
and interested about history so that when they go
home they will tell their families and their friends at
school everything they have learned about history,
all because of me and my fellow volunteers.”
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Why I Volunteer...

Mike Goodman at the evaporator
Favourite aspect:
“While I am working on the maintenance side, I have
exposure to some very talented and dedicated trade
and crafts folks who can teach me quite a bit about the
construction processes of the times, and the tools and
equipment utilized in the period. Then we have the
opportunity to actually put that knowledge to work. As
well, in dealing with the folks who visit and generally
have questions, I can now share those processes and the
application of those skills in a very real and tangible way.”
Most interesting experience:
“I participated in the reconstruction of an 1800-period
building literally from a pile of pieces. The original
structure had been dismantled, catalogued, moved
and stored for a period of time. When it was possible,
it was rebuilt as close as was practical to its original
structure, considering the age of the material and today’s
construction codes.
“It has been a very unique and special opportunity
to bring, in a literal sense, something very old back to
the point where you can participate in breathing new
life, a new vitality into it, to be enjoyed by possibly
generations yet to come!”
What I get:
“As a volunteer, even as I get older, I have the opportunity
to learn and apply that learning in a very practical way,
and share that with others.”
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Interpreting the past: Patrick Dolson shows how native North Americans, 500 years
ago, may have heated rocks to boil off the water in maple sap to make syrup.

Dr. Richard Johnson with Johnny.
With his team of Clydesdale-Hackney
horse crosses, Dr. Richard Johnson is not
a volunteer at Westfield. For the past
decade, he has been hired by Hamilton
Conservation Authority to be at the maple
syrup festival, the Ice Cream Festival and
a Christmas festivity. He hires another
team of horses for the busiest time of day
so that each team has to work no more
than four hours.
“It is interesting to bring part of the
past to life in the village that most people
never get to experience today,” says
Johnson, “to travel around the village
in some semblance of the manner they
would have experienced in the mid 1800s.”
The big, gentle horses are enormously
popular.
“I love the opportunity to interact with
the passengers and answer questions
about the village or the times they reflect
and of course questions about the horses.
The public are welcome to take pictures
and pet the horses while we are loading
and unloading passengers.”

westfield heritage village

How Can I
Volunteer?
Volunteers have a wide range
of ages, cultural backgrounds,
abilities, interests and skills.
They work at historic interpretation,
carpentry, maintenance, making
period clothing, manage collections,
fundraising, gardening, outreach,
food services and more. Training,
mentoring and professional
development are provided.
For more information, contact
Lisa Hunter, program co-ordinator:
Lisa.Hunter@conservationhamilton.ca
or 519.621.8851.
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