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Architect Richard Henriquez Revis-
its False Creek Co-op

by John Keith 
Graciously accepting an invitation 
from the newsletter, Richard Hen-
riquez, the award-winning architect 
who designed False Creek Coop, 
recently came for a visit and a tour of 
our two enclaves.   

Henriquez and his firm won the 2005 
Royal Architecture Institute of Canada 
Gold Medal and has received six Gov-
ernor General’s Medals in Architecture 
for outstanding achievement.  Hen-
riquez Partners Architects is recog-
nized internationally for the excellence 
of its designs.  

Richard Henriquez, however, is a 
soft-spoken man, humble about his 
many achievements.   What was it like 
coming back to False Creek Co-op 
after all these years? “I’m delighted, 
first of all,” he said, “to see that people 
appreciate the place and find it such a 
great place to live, and I’m touched to 
be invited back -- altogether touched.”   

Richard was met by original member 
Joey Schibild, who had worked with 
Richard through the board of the co-
op as a co-ordinator.  Other original 
members who still live in the co-op 
had been unable to come on the tour, 
but Ray Galbraith, who came in early 
in the development and has a wealth 
of knowledge about the growth and 

history of the co-op was there, as well 
as daughter Bree, who was born in 
the co-op.   Board president Howard 
Storey and this reporter completed the 
entourage. 

What are the main changes Richard 
saw?  “The trees, of course, and the 
signs of life as you walk along, all the 
people’s furniture and the toys, and 
the kids running along.  I remember it 
before there was a lot of people here, 
before it was even finished. There 
hadn’t been all the personal touches 
put it. The personalization of it, (is the 
main change) and the trees.”

Richard remembered back to 1975 
when the co-op was in it’s first plan-
ning stages and his firm was just start-
ing out.  “This project was such a big 
thing for us, “ he said.  “There were 
eight or ten members of the original 
group, and we were interviewed by 
them, to begin with, and when we 
were chosen, we had a big office up 
in Gastown, two floors.  Up on the 
second floor we carved out a piece, 
and that was used as a co-op office.  
And the deal was that any member 
could come and hover over any person 
working on the project at any time.   
So it was an ongoing dialogue over 
the period of time the co-op was under 
construction.” 

“And there wasn’t a big approval pro-
cess at the city; you didn’t have to go 
to the design panel, and we built this 
thing without a building permit.  Liter-
ally.  We got a building permit after it 
was constructed.  And more than that, 
I think Frank Stanzl started building 

this thing without even a contract.  
CMHC told him, I guess, to go ahead, 
and he just started building  -- with his 
own money, or he financed it, I don’t 
know how he did it.  It was just a total-
ly different city -- the days people left 
their doors open, and they left stuff on 
the street, and no-one worried about 
security or theft or any of that kind of 
stuff. It was a different world 35 years 
ago.”

Was there ever a problem working so 
close together with co-op members in 
the designing of the buildings?  “No, 
it was great. We all had the same goal 
in mind. . . we tried to give each unit 
an identity,”  and this was expressed 
in the style of the roofs, in the offset 
blocks of units, and especially along 
Lamey’s Mill West, in the use of 
elevation to provide individuality and 
character.  

“For the kids, each unit is like a little 
house”.  
“We had kids ourselves, we were 
young, so we were quite sensitive to 
the idea of places for kids to play, and 
nooks and crannies.  And not burying 
the parking, we thought would allow 
kids hard surfaces they could play on, 
play basketball on, street hockey or 
whatever, so these driveways were 
thought of as play areas for the older 
kids right from the get-go. In fact, I 
don’t think there are very many park-
ing arrangements like this; I don’t 
think you’ll find any like this at all.  
And we were actually criticized for 
not putting the parking completely un-
derground. And we thought we saved 
money by doing this, too; we didn’t 
have to build a big concrete deck.” 
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Richard also was pleased that the 
design worked well for the sense 
of community that we have here in 
the co-op.  “It’s all the communal 
spaces (like decks and walkways) 
that overlook one another and 
allow people to bump into one an-
other in an informal way. So if you 
have someone just moving in, and 
they can’t help but be greeted and 
get to know their neighbours. It’s 
just not possible to be alone here, 
but you have your privacy once 
you go in your house.”  Richard’s 
point was proved immediately, as 
on the bridge by the playground 
in Enclave 6 new co-op member 
Michael Dagenais was walking by 
and we introduced Richard, and   
Michael talked about how, as a new 
arrival, great it was it was to be liv-
ing here.

Later Richard spoke about how 
back in the planning days “the 
densities that were ascribed to each 
enclave were relatively low. So 
there was no compulsion to build 
in concrete or build in a very high 
density at all.  And in fact, the mas-
ter plan that was done by Thomp-
son, Berwick, and Pratt proscribed 
a kind of village, with little streets 
like a medieval town. And that’s 
what we did.  I mean we really 
didn’t anticipate that the city would 
grow to the point where this land 
would be so valuable.”

In hindsight, the newsletter asked, 
was there anything about  the 
design you would have changed?  
“Yes, I would have left a space for 
a new building so you could den-
sify.”  We all laughed, but Richard 
had an excellent point.  The apart-

ments had been built originally to 
increase the density on the total 
land that was available to us, and 
Richard, on the tour, was particu-
larly interested in how the apart-
ments fit into the mix, especially 
socially.  Ray said that architectur-
ally it was great, and assured him 
that it provided “a real addition to 
the community”, partly as it wasn’t 
completely family-oriented. 

Walking by the apartments on 
the tour, with the scaffolding just 
having been removed and the 
vegetation cut away, it was a fitting 
reminder for Richard and his entou-
rage of how the co-op looked when 
it was just finished 32 years ago.

Michael Dagenais had asked, in 
meeting Richard, if he and his 
firm had designed other co-ops, 
and indeed they had.: the Vera on 
SW Marine Drive, Bruce Erikson 
Place on Main, and the Lore Krill 
Housing Coop, for which Richard 
received a Governor General’s 
Medal, though Richard didn’t 
mention this at the time. Henriquez 
Partners Architects also designed 
The Sinclair Centre Federal Build-
ing, the BC Cancer Research 
Centre on 10th, False Creek Com-
munity Centre, Arts Umbrella, and 
buildings at UBC and Trent Uni-
versity, to name just a few of their 
projects. Most recently, the firm 
designed the huge Woodward’s Re-
development, which includes hous-

ing as well as a daycare, a public 
plaza, federal and civic offices, and 
the SFU School for Contemporary 
Arts.  Woodward’s is the biggest 
mixed-use development ever built 
in Vancouver.

Co-op housing is still important for 
the firm.  Richard talked about his 
son and partner, Gregory Hen-
riquez. “My son’s thing is afford-
able housing, and he’s worked with 
the community in the downtown 
eastside.  He’s built two co-ops 
with me already, and Woodward’s 
has 200 units of affordable hous-
ing.  He’s passionate about doing 
that kind of work.  He talks about 
ethics and aesthetics once being the 
same thing.  And he feels building 
housing for people of all incomes 
is an ethical issue, and we as a firm, 
should be doing that, and that’s 
where he’s pushing even today. 
That’s one of the big areas of work 
we’re still doing.”

Well, we assured Richard, we are 
very happy with the design of our 
housing co-op and how everything 
has worked out over all these years. 
We thanked him for working so 
closely with the original members; 
we thanked him for listening. 

“Well of course we listened,” 
smiled Richard, “you were a major 
client for us then.  Of course we 
listened to you.” 

continued...


