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Portrait of  

Donald Walter Graham, FCSLA, AAPQ, OALA  

November 8, 1930- Nov. 4, 2017-11-06 

 

DONALD GRAHAM passed away Nov. 4, 2017, at his home in Iroquois Ontario, surrounded by his loving 

family. He lived a long and industrious life resulting in lasting achievements of cultural, environmental, 

and social value.   

     The span and diversity of his portfolio of work as a Landscape Architect and activist reflects his 

commitment to environmental quality and his keen capacity to communicate. Not only did Don make a 

lasting physical impression on the Canadian landscape, his charisma and dedication have influenced 

countless others to pursue similar ideals.   As one of the early pioneers of landscape architecture in 

Canada, he helped shape the profession, as we know it today. 

 

History 

Don was born in Montreal in 1930 to engineer Walter and nurse Vera (Ritchie) Graham and grew up along 

with sister Lorna, in the Notre-Dame de Grace area of the city.  While he recalled fond memories of 

Montreal, his childhood was also significantly marked by the Laurentian landscape and the family country 

place on Lac Quenouille near Val des Lacs in Quebec. It was likely here that he first discovered the 

‘magic’ of landscape that he went on to nurture and develop throughout his career and life.    

     After briefly studying engineering at McGill University, he changed his focus to agriculture and 

completed a four year program where two major events occurred that affected the course of his life.  He 

met his wife, Marguerite (Ree) Grisdale and he took a course with Don Pettit, (LA) and discovered a 

profession that appealed to his nature – Landscape Architecture.  After graduation, he worked for several 

years in Ottawa with the Federal District Commission (now the NCC) and his interest in the field of 

landscape architecture grew, particularly under the guidance of Edward I. Wood, a landscape architect, 

who encouraged him to attend the Harvard graduate school of design.  The three year program at Harvard 

exposed Don to the significant influence of professors such as Hideo Sasaki, Norman Newton, Sigfried 

Gideon, Garett Eckbo + . He returned to Ottawa and his NCC job in 1958 with a high standard of 

excellence, a good grasp of the design process and a strong desire to put into practise his learning.   

 

The person 

In 1964 he established D.W.Graham and Associates Limited, Landscape Architects, in Ottawa.  It was the 

first firm of its kind in the city and it would grow to become one of the larger and more successful 

landscape architectural offices in Canada over the next twenty years.  During the 60 and 70’s, as the 
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profession was beginning to establish itself in Canada, many new graduates emerging from the newly 

established LA programs in Canadian Universities gained their experience at this office, affectionately 

referred to as the ‘ the Don Graham graduate school of Design’.   They would later move on, establishing 

their own practices or successful careers elsewhere, with a sound experience set in place and having 

forged a professional relationship with Don that would endure his lifetime.    

     The firm’s success was in part due to Don’s ability to recognize talent, strength and ability in others 

and surround himself with good people. He chose to work with creative designers and dedicated 

administrators whose strengths and talents were complementary to his own, thereby contributing to the 

success of the business.   Above and beyond his design savoir faire, he had a great sense of humour.  He 

was an intuitive businessman, a skilful communicator of ideas and determined to succeed in a field that 

was only beginning to be recognized.     

    He was also a teacher. He generously shared his enthusiasm and understanding of landscape with 

others and would often imagine creative ‘spin offs’ from his landscape design work.   For example, he 

developed a day camp at a conservation centre in Ottawa, co-wrote a story of a beaver discovering ‘EXPO 

67’ and he consulted his 3 children on concepts and ideas for new play structures and parks in the Ottawa 

area. He eventually developed a undergraduate program LANDSCAPE MAJOR  / within the RENEWABLE 

RESOURCES DEPARTMENT at McGill University / Macdonald Campus and he maintained a ‘professorship’ 

for a number of years in the early eighties, during which time he encouraged a number of young prodigies 

to pursue the profession.   

    Don tirelessly promoted the importance and value of the profession. He was past president of the 

CSLA, founding member of the AAPQ and worked, along with his colleagues from across the country, to 

found, foster and further the Landscape Architecture Canada Foundation between 1978 and 1988.   

 

Projects 

A broad spectrum of projects realised by the firm of D.W. Graham and Associates include Public and 

Private Institutions, Urban Design, Parks and Recreation, Waterfront development, Transportation and 

institutional properties, Housing and commercial developments. They ranged in scale from private 

properties to sites of national significance. Projects such as Garden of the Provinces in Ottawa, Isle Notre 

Dame Expo 67, the Canadian pavilion Expo 67, Mirabel Airport, Sparks Street Mall, (1965) and Westmont 

Square in Montreal marked an effervescent period where landscape architecture was blossoming in 

Canada.  D.W.Graham and associates established satellite offices in Montreal and in Guelph for a short 

period but Ottawa remained the primary home base.  

     Garden of the provinces in Ottawa,  the Charlottetown Provincial buildings in P.E.I, Cape Breton Park 

Master plan in Nova Scotia,  Madconald Campus Quebec, University of Ottawa campus, Carleton University 
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master plan, Ottawa General Hospital, Woodroffe Demonstration community, Andrew Haydon Parc are but 

a  few of his enduring  projects that merit recognition.  The large body of work realized by D.W.Graham 

and Associates and achieved over 30 years is noteworthy. 

     The eighties marked a shift in Don’s career when difficult economic times and an intriguing 

professional opportunity enticed him to uproot and move to Toronto.   Despite the challenge of his 

international work in Medina Saudi Arabia and the Conrad Black estate design work that he enjoyed, the 

setting and spirit in Toronto was not to his taste and before long he returned to Ottawa and to the NCC 

where he collaborated and advised on various civic projects for a number of years.  

 

A so called retirement 

After welcoming his retirement from the pubic service in the late 1980’s, Don Graham re-established a 

private practice based in Ottawa repositioning his consulting practice and setting it apart from others 

with a distinct focus on providing imaginative and practical design advice. He worked in tandem for a 

number of years with his son Brian whose recreation and geography background was complementary.  Don 

chose design work that interested him most from a professional standpoint and ended up travelling to 

India and Nepal.  Achievements from this period can be characterized by the many development projects 

in which his wise and sound advice contributed once again to project success. Notably, highway and 

public housing projects in the national capital region as well as the design of gardens associated with 

large hotel complexes in India.  

     Eventually, Don took down his shingle. With his wife Ree leading the way, he moved away from Ottawa 

to settle near Iroquois, Ontario, along the St. Lawrence River. This move marked yet another phase in his 

career. Don willingly entered a not-for-profit world that needed his capacity and vision. From his new 

home, Don established a registered charity modeled after the land trusts he had studied, and named it 

the DIAMONDS Land Trust. Through this body he has recruited a number of interested and energetic 

people locally to advance the cause, of promoting sustainable communities and other interests aligned 

with principles of landscape architecture.   

    This endeavour resulted in further achievements including ‘saving the Lockmasters House’ and 

developing a series of plans to communicate the projects and stewardship approach advocated through 

DIAMONDS.  He was successful in orchestrating agreements with industry and government to preserve 

public access to the shoreline and natural areas and promoted the idea of creating an emerald necklace 

of greenspaces along the South Dundas riverfront for the benefit the community. Don’s work helped build 

acceptance and understanding of how to care for a unique cultural and river landscape, while bringing 

prosperity to an often overlooked region of Ontario.  
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A bit of a dreamer, a charismatic designer, a natural teacher, an inspiring father and one of the early 

pioneers of Landscape Architecture in Canada, Don spent his life devoted to ideals that underly the 

profession of landscape architecture. He has left an indelible imprint on the land and in the memory of 

those that have worked with him.  

 

 

Don leaves a bequest of 10 000$ to LACF. 

LACF, a non profit organization, supports the fundamental ideals of the profession, which includes (but is not 

limited to): 

 conserving and managing environmental resources; 

 accommodating the needs of humans in the environment;  

 Promoting sustainable development; 

 enhancing and improving aesthetic quality in the landscape. 

LACF supports research, scholarship and communication that contribute to meeting these goals.  

 

Donations, gratefully received, to the Landscape Architecture Canada Foundation (LACF) will go towards 

creating a scholarship bursary in his name to carry his legacy forward.  

Address: LACF, 102-1673 West 5th avenue, Vancouver, BC, V6J 1NS 

http://lacf.ca/membership-support/donate-now 

 

prepared by  

Wendy and Brian Graham, 2006, 2017 


