
 Sheraton Centre Toronto Hotel 
has been part of the heartbeat 
of the city’s downtown for 50 
years and is celebrating with an 
appealing new look, an updat-
ed food scene and a revitalized 
spirit.

One of the largest hospitality 
establishments in Canada and 
the biggest conference hotel in 
the country, Sheraton Centre has 
an impressive 1,372 rooms and 
suites as well as 60 business and 
social banquet rooms delivering 
an astounding one million meals 
a year.

Service is still paramount, and 
the hotel has platoons of bellmen 
and car valets, and up to 12 front-
deskers who will handle your 
reception if you’re not yet using 
the Marriott Bonvoy app for 
check-in, checkout, mobile room 
keys and special requests.

Boutique? Bah, humbug. This 
is an outstanding, supremely 
comfortable hotel that handles 
big-time hospitality remarkably 
smoothly. And after closing 
during COVID, the recent over-
haul has opened up a friendly, 
almost cosy side.
The original: The Sheraton must 
have been the pinnacle of modern 
urban panache when it was created 
in 1972 by architects John B. Par-

kin Associates. The lobby has an 
astonishing three-storey cathedral 
ceiling, with towering walls of glass 
facing the magnificent Waterfall 
Garden. The third floor is an oa-
sis of surprises, too, with a year-
round indoor-outdoor swimming 
pool surrounded by cabana guest 
rooms.

When I saw the leafy, sparkling 
courtyard and the resort-style 
premises, I felt like Dorothy and 
Toto in The Wizard of Oz being 
swept away from Kansas to a 
new land. I thought: I’ve a feeling 
we’re not in downtown Toronto 
anymore.
The new: The Sheraton’s structure 
is still sensational, and it’s now en-
hanced with outstanding interiors 
à la 2022. DesignAgency has trans-
formed the lobby, dining areas, the 
pool and the motor court. Art & 
Objects has curated avant-garde 

works by Toronto artists.
The vast lobby lounge is called 

Dual Citizen to represent its 
many personalities. It’s both 
a daytime café and an evening 
cocktail bar, and also doubles as a 
workspace and social hub.

The Sheraton also ramped 
up its tech proficiency. Guests 
have free Wi-Fi throughout, and 
lots of charging outlets in every 
room. There are QR codes on 
every table in all public spaces, 
so you can scan Dual Citizen’s 
menu, order food and drinks, and 
a server will deliver breakfast in 
bed, lunch at the pool, cocktails 
to the boardroom or supper at a 
romantic table for two facing the 
waterfall.

The 43rd-floor Sheraton Club 
— exclusively for Marriott Bon-
voy Elite members and guests 
who upgrade — seems to float in 

the sky, surrounded by dramat-
ic floor-to-ceiling windows. 
Originally a ballroom, it’s a series 
of luxurious salons that have 
stunning views of city hall to the 
north and Lake Ontario and the 
CN Tower to the south.

At no charge, the club serves 
breakfast with barista coffee, 
all-day refreshments and a lavish 
spread of evening hors d’oeuvres 
like shrimp, charcuterie and 
cheese, plus, for a fee, wine and 
spirits.
Food and drink: The Sheraton has 
swept away the 20th-century ar-
chetype of staid hotel dining in 
favour of virtuoso cocktails, many 
served under domes with exotic 
vapours and mist.

The restaurant-bar 43 Down 
(43downtoronto.ca) focuses on 
Ontario and Canadian ingredi-
ents in apps including duck-fat 
fries and sautéed truffles, and 
mains such as wild boar cro-
quettes, Atlantic scallops, a sea-
food tower or a show-stopping 
43-ounce tomahawk steak, often 
served for up to four people. 

Dual Citizen’s menus are 
available throughout the hotel 
(dualcitizentoronto.ca). Break-
fast features Starbucks coffee, 
pastries, pomegranate smooth-
ies, omelettes, acai bowls or a 
build-your-own-bagel option.

After 11 a.m., the menu turns to 
spirits and high-octane coffees, 
as well as salads, casual fare such 
as beef or veggie sliders, and 
dishes like Mediterranean-in-
spired cauliflower wrap or lamb 
with couscous. 
The neighbourhood: Sheraton Cen-

tre is connected to the Eaton Cen-
tre, so there is shopping galore, and 
it overlooks city hall and Nathan 
Phillips Square, site of a farmers 
market on Wednesdays until Oc-
tober, as well as a skating rink in 
winter.

Also nearby is the prestigious 
Art Gallery of Ontario, exhibit-
ing Blurred Boundaries: Queer 
Visions in Canadian Art until 
Sept. 25.

If you need a baseball fix, the 
Blue Jays play the Yankees and 
the Red Sox during the week of 
Sept. 26. 

And 9 & 99: The Howe/Gretzky 
Exhibition pays homage to two 
scoring greats at the Hockey Hall 
of Fame until Oct. 23.

H O T E L  I N T E L

SHERATON CENTRE TORONTO MARKS 50TH WITH NEW LOOK

Are we still downtown? Part of Sheraton Centre Toronto feels like a resort 
with its indoor and outdoor pools, extensive gardens and a waterfall. 

R O C H E L L E  L A S H

I F  Y O U  G O

Sheraton Centre Toronto Ho-
tel: 416-361-1000, 800-325-
3535; marriott.com/yyztc; 
123 Queen St. W. Accessible. 
Pet-friendly. CAA discount. 
Marriott Bonvoy program. 
Vegan and dairy-free cuisine 
available. Children’s menu.
Price: Rooms from $359, 
suites from $500.
The hotel is 1.3 km from 
Union Station (Via Rail) and 
2.3 km from Billy Bishop 
Toronto City Airport.
Tourism information: Toronto, 
destinationtoronto.com; 
Ontario, destinationontario.
com.

Though many impressive walls 
have played an enormous role 
in Europe’s past, today most are 
historical relics. 

From Hadrian’s Wall (con-
structed to defend the northern 
boundary of Roman Britannia) 
to the Maginot Line (built by the 
French in the 1930s to keep out 
the Germans), Europe’s walls 
have generally been symbols not 
of strength, but of mistrust and 
insecurity. 

Most were necessary when 
built. But the promising news 
in our age has been a European 
society that is advancing toward 
mutual respect and co-operation 
— dismantling walls so that it can 
move forward.

Long ago, at one point or anoth-
er, most of Europe’s great cities 
— Paris, London, Rome, Florence, 
Milan, Barcelona, Vienna — were 
contained within walls, construct-
ed during ancient and medieval 
times to defend against invaders. 
Many of these walls were torn 
down long ago, as cities expanded 
beyond their historic centres and 
land was opened up for grand 
circular boulevards. 

Some intact walls have been 
preserved in places such as 
Dubrovnik in Croatia, Rothen-
burg in Germany, York in 

England, Lucca in Italy and 
Carcassonne in France. In each 
case, these walls have become 
people-friendly, park-like spaces 
where people stroll, gather and 
enjoy the view.

Some walls seem to survive to 
take us back in time. One of my 
favourites, Hadrian’s Wall, is the 
remains of the fortification the 
Romans built nearly 2,000 years 
ago in Britain. Now in ruins, this 
great stone wall once stretched 
118 kilometres from coast to 
coast across the narrowest part 
of northern England, where 
Britannia ended and the barbar-
ian land that would someday be 
Scotland began. More than just 
a wall, it was a cleverly designed 
military rampart manned by 
20,000 troops. At every mile there 
was a small fort guarding a gate. 
On each visit I try to imagine 
the bleakness of being a young 
Roman soldier stationed there, 18 
centuries ago. 

Today, two of these Hadrian 
Wall forts have been turned into 
museums, where visitors can  
see the ruins up close, view 
ancient artifacts, and get a sense 
of life in the distant past of a deso-
late corner of the Roman Empire.

Hadrian’s Wall is much loved by 
hikers, who follow the wall as it 

meanders up and down the natu-
ral contours of the land. 

On one visit I grabbed a sunny 
late afternoon to hike the wall. 
Scrambling along Roman ruins, 
all alone with the wind and the 
sheep, I took a moment to simply 
absorb the setting. I surveyed vast 
expanses from a rocky crag that 
seemed to rip across the island 
like some horrific geological vio-
lence, frozen in mid-action.

But Europe’s most poignant 
walls are products of the recent 
past. Thankfully, so many that 
once stood for fear and intoler-
ance now symbolize peace and 
progress.

During the Troubles, the 
30-year conflict that wracked 
Northern Ireland, so-called 
“peace walls” went up in Belfast 
to separate its sectarian commu-
nities: Catholics, in favour of a 
united Ireland, and Protestants, 
in favour of staying in the United 

Kingdom. Today, instead of sep-
arating its warring tribes, these 
walls are a tourist attraction. 
Visitors from around the world 
decorate the walls with colourful 
messages of hope and thanksgiv-
ing that the bombs and killing 
that came with the Troubles are 
no more.

Europe’s most famous wall is 
the Berlin Wall, designed not to 
defend against invaders but to 
keep residents from escaping. 
Built in 1961, this 154-km-long 
barrier encircled West Berlin, 
making it an island of freedom 
in communist East Germany. 
When the wall fell on Nov. 9, 1989, 
Europe enjoyed its happiest day 
since the end of the Second World 
War. 

In the euphoria that followed, 
“wall peckers” giddily chipped the 
Berlin Wall to smithereens. 

A surviving stretch of the wall 
has been preserved as a memo-

rial to the victims of the Cold 
War. It’s a long, narrow park that 
stretches out from a museum and 
viewing tower. What was once the 
notorious “death strip,” with a 
deadly obstacle course of barbed 
wire and tire-spike strips, is now 
dotted with personal memorials 
and informational displays. 

That no man’s land between 
East and West is now an every-
man’s land. And what’s left of the 
long-hated wall has become a 
concrete canvas for graffiti artists 
— a people’s gallery celebrating 
freedom.

Europe’s walls were built for a 
reason. But, as travellers learn, 
the true success of a society lies 
in finding a way beyond walls. It’s 
no accident that the euro’s paper 
bills feature bridges, not walls — 
as do the dreams of great leaders.
This article was adapted from Rick 
Steves’ new book, For the Love of 
Europe.

Ancient walls offer 
glimpse of history
Sections of such structures remain  
in place as memorials, Rick Steves writes.

Instead of separating warring tribes like it did in decades past, a section of Belfast’s “peace wall” is now a tourist 
attraction.  D O M I N I C  A R I Z O NA  B O N U C C E L L I / R I C K  S T E V E S ’  E U RO P E
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The vast lobby of Sheraton Centre Toronto Hotel is designed to feel like a town square, with both business and leisure areas welcoming its guests.   PHOTOS: SHERATON CENTRE TORONTO HOTEL


