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The following are links to videos which have been uploaded to Youtube and which 

feature the work of the Historical Thinking Missions Project that I did with 

students at Vaughan Road Academy and Northview Heights Secondary Schools in 

Toronto, 2013-2015: 
 

An overview of the Historical Thinking Project-Doing Fieldwork in Toronto’s St. John’s Ward  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=39kxXnU_LEk 

 

Students doing Historical Thinking Field Work in Toronto’s St. John’s Ward 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5yDdYdoE34 

 

Students at Northview Heights Secondary School doing their in-class historical field work as part of their  

 

Walking the Ward-Creating a Self-Guided Walking Tour assignment 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FBIHz3qXMWQ 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=39kxXnU_LEk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5yDdYdoE34
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FBIHz3qXMWQ
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Photograph of students at Northview Heights Secondary School doing in-class historical thinking field 

work 
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Exemplars of Students’ Historical Thinking Missions Fieldwork Booklets  
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1880-2013 

 (Continuity and Change) 
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Historical Thinking Mission #1: Locating the place where a historic photograph was taken and putting 

yourself into the photograph 

Instructions:  

1. Each team of students (3 or 4 max) has been given a historic primary source photograph of people in a 

specific place in The Ward.  Write the information provided on the photograph in the space below: 

 

Photograph Information (photographer’s name, date, caption, etc.) 

The photographer’s name is Arthur Goss. The picture was taken on August 27th, 1914. The caption of this photograph is 

as follows: “Child at the rear of 210 Chestnut Street, Department of Health, No. 319.”  

2. Go and locate the place where the photograph was taken by using the street number and address provided. 

You may need to use your Goad’s Fire Insurance Maps or other historical maps to find your location.  

 

3. Once you have arrived at the location where the photo was taken, make brief notes to describe the 

environment-land use, space, indicated what buildings are in the space. Any additional notes can be included 

here. 

Field notes:  

Now several physical health buildings such as the department of health, dental clinics, and the hospital “Sick Kids” 

occupy this area’s space. At the end of Chestnut Street, Elm Street begins. In 1914, this area used to be a poor slum and a 

residential space. In fact, throughout our exploration of the specified quarters, we have noted the fact that 210 Chestnut 

Street no longer exists. In 2013, the highest number we were able to find was 180.  

4. Take a photograph of each group member in the same position as the original historic photo and of them 

holding the document. You can choose to do this in groups if you would like.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cezar 
Guang Ezz 
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Historical Thinking Mission #2: Continuity and Change on the 4 corners of an intersection 

 

Instructions:  

Each team has been given a specific intersection (the junction of two streets that cross) in The 

Ward. Your task is to identify evidence for Continuity and Change by taking note of what 

buildings, spaces or other environmental components were located on each of the four corners 

of the intersection, first in 1912 and now in 2013.  

 

The Intersection my team has been given is: Elizabeth Street and Queen Street. 

 

3. Identify the intersection on the map provided on page 2 of your booklet. Now go to that location as a group 

and complete your mission.  

 

4. Using your Fire Insurance Map for 1912 and other maps provided, as well as your observations this 

afternoon for 2013, a) label the streets on the grids provided on page 7, then b) write in to the diagram on the 

next page what buildings, spaces or other environmental components exist at each of the four corners of the 

intersection. Make note of any additional observations about the spaces on the four corners. Be as specific as 

you can in your labelling and identifications.   

 

Additional notes about 1912: 

- There was no real concern towards the people and many health issues were persistent. 
- Immigrants were not treated with much respect and they were regarded as a lower class in society. 
- People took advantage of immigrants or. This relates to my first point. “For these miserable household, 

according to Kluckner, in fact, people paid $10 to $12 per month. Demand was so high that absentee 
landlords never had to trouble themselves with any repairs or improvements.” 

 

Additional notes about 2013:  

- Much changed from the year 1912 to 2013. One example is that urbanisation began. 
- The Ward was demolished and as opposed to the carelessness in terms of health in the past, the 

Toronto General Hospital was built.  
- City Hall was constructed in Nathan Philips Square. 
- People began to appreciate and produce their own forms of art. For example, at the moment, the 

bicycle monument which commemorates Ai Weiwei.  
Once you have completed this mission you may turn the page and proceed to Historical Thinking Mission    

3.             

Observations of Continuity and Change to explain your labelled grids in Historical Thinking Mission #2 

by commenting on your observations of examples of continuity and/or change at that intersection in The 

Ward  (you can complete this back in class). 

Similar to my comments about the continuity and change from the time frame of 1912 to 2013, I would like to 

discuss the matter of urbanisation. Urbanization is defined as a complex process in which a country's 

organized communities become larger, more specialized and more interdependent. Urbanization is the result 
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of many variables. Some examples of this are the following global factors:  Our Economy, technology, 

demography, politics, and the environment. It is also inevitable that the ever-changing global situation is 

accompanied by other changes in society.  

In 1912, the area was overall very different from what it currently is. First of all, overlooking the Goad Fire 

Insurance Map which depicts the illustration from that year, it becomes fairly clear that most of the 

environmental surroundings of the time were consisting of residential buildings. Apart from this matter 

however, Osgoode hall can be perceived on the top left corner of the map. The three other corners of the map 

consists of residential housing in which people in the ward used to live. It is important to note, in spite of the 

noted details, that the bottom portion of Elizabeth Street is “cut off” (so to speak), due to the fact that the 

residential housing continues.   

While our group was observing the area which surrounded us, we have noticed several details. It is 

essential to realise that most of the environmental details remained the same, urbanisation was a consistent 

factor that contributed to the building of many different organisations. For instance, we have noticed that, in 

Nathan Phillips Square, (which is found on the top left corner of the map) the famous City Hall which started 

to be built on November 7, 1961 and it was inaugurated on September 13, 1965. This is one of the differences 

between 1912 and 2013. Additionally, the bottom right corner consists of Hotel Sheraton. Lastly, the top part of 

Elizabeth Street consists of a parking lot.  

Historical Thinking Mission #3: 

That was then… this is now…Completing a sketch of a historic space in The Ward 

Instructions:  

Each team has been given a specific address in The Ward. It could have been the location of a 

home, a business or a government building. When you arrive at your location, you are first to look at your 

Goad Fire Insurance Map 1912 

and identify what type of building existed in the space at that time.  You may also be able to 

determine who lived or worked in the space.  

 

You are the then to draw a sketch of what building, residence, or environmental components 

exist in the space today.  The more details you can include the better. You may label your 

sketch to help make your details more clear.  

 

If you don’t have time to complete the sketch, you can take a photograph of it and complete the 

remainder of your sketch at home. 

Sketching Space for Historical Thinking Mission #3: 

City Hall (Sketched by: Cezar) 
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Once you have completed this mission you may turn the page and proceed to Historical Thinking Mission 

#3 

That was then… What building/space existed in the location in 1912? What was its function?  

In 1912, there was a necessity to “accommodate” the surge of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. The 

Ward was generally a very dirty place which contained rooms that held entire families. Dr. Hastings 

mentioned that: “High rents are being collected for small houses, dark rooms, tenement houses, houses unfit 

for sanitation, inadequate water supply; impaired and filthy yards and lanes; sanitary conveniences, which, by 

their position or for various other reasons have become a public nuisance, a danger to public morals…” 

The facts suggest that between 1881 and 1921, Toronto’s population exploded (as mentioned earlier), leaping 

from 86,000 to over 500,000. Until the 1890s, the Ward was primarily an Anglo-Saxon working class 

community, while some Irish immigrants. By 1911, according to this York University essay written by Michael 

Chrobok, two-thirds of the dwellings in The Ward had four to nine residents, and a fifth had over ten.  

These factors have to be kept in mind since they describe the horrible conditions that immigrants dwelled in. 

To answer the question, however, residential houses occupied the majority of the space where City Hall was 

built, for example. The residential housing contained in St. John’s Ward were efficient mostly for the reason 

that they provided, cheap and somewhat affordable rent which was beneficial to the immigrants because they 

did not possess much money and moving to Canada was a costly journey in itself.  

This is now… What currently exists at this address now (name it) and explain its function: 

What currently exists at this address now is: City Hall. City hall is essentially a municipal building which is the 

chief administrative building of a city, town or other municipality. It usually houses the city or town council, 

its associated departments, and their employees. It also usually functions as the base of the mayor of a city, 

town, borough, or county. City Council is the policy making and legislative body of the City government and 

includes a Mayor and six Council members. The Mayor and Council members are elected at-large on a non-

partisan basis and serve staggered four-year terms. 

 

The City Council has the authority to confer powers and duties on both the Mayor and the Manager in 

addition to those conferred on them by law. The Council also has the authority to organize and reorganize City 

government. 

 

The Council members as elected leaders have several tasks. They create policy, decide on organization of 

municipal government and they may administer municipal affairs. In general, they work with others in the 

community and in City government to define community goals and pursue the public good. 

 

 

Historical Thinking Mission #4: And in this place the ground speaks and if you use your imagination you can 

picture yourself and experience the 5 senses as if you were living here in 1912. 

 

Instructions:  

1. Go to Nathan Phillips Square and stand right in the middle of the square. 
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2. In this space you are to complete a series of “I” statements which would describe your experience living in 

the St. John’s Ward in 1912. Using what you know about the living experiences of the residents of the slum in 

1912 how might you complete these five “I” Statements… You should include at least three different 

observations for each statement. 

 

 

I see… 

1. Black bearded men that are dirty and are barely managing to pull themselves through the slums of St. 
John’s Ward. I also see children with sun-kissed cheeks, and eyes shaded by long dark lashes who take 
their pleasure in the dust of the sidewalk or the gutter. 

2. I see the Italians who amuse themselves by singing in their voices the songs og their faraway 
homeland, or dancing their native dances to the music of a mandolin in the open roadway. 

3. I also see alcoholism everywhere and the clear insanity that revolves around the lives of these people. 
There are acute infections which are affecting the coordination and the body posture but also the 
internal organs of the poor foreign colony. There is clear overcrowding in the windowless one-roomed 
tenements and the dark rooms are painting vivid pictures of restlessness and anguish.  

I hear… 

1. Screams of the parents which are roaring with rage after their children. They are worried about their 
own health while wondering if they will ever manage to provide their beloved kids with proper 
education.  

2. The mixture of various language which the immigrants carried with them to St. John’s Ward of 
Toronto. Speaking in broad strokes, the Ward was dominated by Jewish immigrants by the First Word 
War. They lived side-by-side with Italians, Poles, Macedonians, Lithuanians, Chinese, and those from 
countless other countries. For this reason, many languages were widespread as opposed to one, 
constant, means of communication.  

3. The dripping of water drops which were the result of the poor drainage that accompanied the 
inhumanely small rooms of the Ward. There is hardly any drainage facility in the area, residents rued. 
In some lanes, the decades-old drain have either been choked or have become non-existent because of 
lack of repair and maintenance. As a result, even after a slight drizzle, the entire area may be subjected 
to a flood. With leaky roofs and peeling wallpaper, the homes were a far cry from the architecturally 
stable compositions of today’s homes.   

I smell… 

1. The primary smell which is distinguishable in the Ward is that of rot and waste. Muddy alleys were 
clustered with garbage and thereof the unsanitary conditions of this place was an effective asset to the 
noticeably powerful stench of human rubbish.  

2. I smell the sweat of the many families that established themselves in the Ward of St. John’s. While the 
available space is far too small to properly accommodate the people, it is undoubtable that the stench 
would spread across the area. In one boarding house, for example, six Polish labourers were sharing 
accommodations in two small rooms that the Health Department did not think could reasonably house 
more than three.   

3. The scent of drugs was also very prominent in the Ward. While the majority of the Ward’s population 
was hard-working and undeserving of the added stigmas of vice and drug addictions, that element, 
nevertheless, existed there.  

I feel… 

1. Hungry… My parents spend most of their earnings on the rent. For these miserable households, my 
parents are paying around $10 to $12 per month. I’m not entirely sure though. I earned my pay, for 
instance, by keeping watch for the police but our family still lived in doubt along with another 
Macedonian group. 

2. Cold… The windowless occupation where my Russian family dwells often gets flooded by the storms 
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that ever so often brush by the Ward. Under our bedroom, there’s a cellar full of dirt, wood, and 
rubbish. In was eventually inspected since a very decided dampness and strong odor was noticed. It 
was apparently found that two tin or lead pipes connected the sink of the kitchen with a tile drain were 
overflowing. This apparently contributed to my unfortunate coldness.  
 

3. Emotionally harmed… While both the above reasons contribute substantially to my current state of 
being, I am unsure whether of not our family will ever manage to settle itself independently and away 
from the Ward which is currently filled with illegal gambling houses ran by “racketeers”. 

 

I think… 

1. That we are not entirely perceived as social threats. It is a very difficult fact to dwell upon or “cope 
with”, if you will. It was probably no coincidence that along with this immigrant-fuelled population 
boom in the 1920s came growing public concern over crime, poverty, and drug abuse. It would 
relatively be easy to imagine faceless immigrants as social threats actually. We are defined by our 
strange accents and mannerisms rather than our individual and personalizing characteristics. 

2. That the government is not treating us the way that is essential to our well-being. I can argue the fact 
that even if we are immigrants with little experience, we have to be treated the way that Canadian 
citizens are respected.   

3. I believe that certain laws should be passed which would be beneficial to the everyday life of the Ward. 
It is already difficult to endure many factors such as the cold and wet but laws would educate the 
increasing immigrant population. I agree that our lives and cultures are not the same as those of the 
Canadian country. Thereof, whether an accurate or salacious assessment, this view reinforced the fact 
that the department’s intention was to be heavy-handed in their enforcement of morality laws based on 
their belief that doing so would prevent more serious crime which I agree with.   

3. It is now 2013 and you are a student in this historical space. Complete these five “I” Statements based on 

your observations today, Tuesday, October 29th, 2013 in this space… You should include at least three 

different observations for each statement. 

I see… 

1. Various metropolitan building which includes City Hall that dominates the urbanised Nathan Philips 
Square. The square is the site of concerts, art displays, a weekly farmers' market, the winter festival of 
lights, and other public events, including demonstrations. 

2. The architectural design of Nathan Philips Square is remarkable. The square, which sits atop one of the 
world's largest underground parking garages, is paved predominantly with two sizes of reinforced 
concrete slabs, amongst which sit a reflecting pool that most likely serves as a skating rink in winter 
months and there is a food and skate rental kiosk as well.  

3. There are many monuments in this area as well. One of them is the Three-Way Piece No. 2 (The Archer) 
by Henry Moore. Around the perimeter of the piazza runs an elevated concrete walkway, with a 
connection to the Sheraton Hotel across Queen Street, but which, due to budget limitations, presently 
remains closed for much of the year. Outside this walkway are treed lawns dotted with various other 
memorials and monuments, such as Oscar Nemon's statue of Sir Winston Churchill, and a Roman 
column. 
Spanning the reflecting pool are three concrete arches; originally just an architectural feature and 
support for rink lighting, these were dedicated as the Freedom Arches in 1989, to commemorate those 
who fought to obtain or defend freedom. At the same time, a piece of the Berlin Wall was placed at the 
southern base of the central arch. 

I hear… 

1. The sound of construction which is predominant comes from the building of the silver, bicycle 
monument to commemorate Ai Weiwei. This man was born 18 May 1957 in Beijing and is a Chinese 
contemporary artist, active in sculpture, installation, architecture, curating, photography, film, and 
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social, political and cultural criticism.  

2. The sound of cars constantly traveling to and fro makes itself know in this area. Due to the fact that 
urbanisation was a primary factor that made large cities such as Toronto constantly in need of ways to 
be transported form one place to another in a much easier, timely manner, thus being convenient and 
time efficient. 

3. Finally, the sound of rushed footsteps invades my ears as I walk with my group. Along with this 
though, is the sound of roaring voices or simple talk. Business men make their way through this 
urbanised square in fear of being late for a meeting, perhaps.  

I smell… 

1. Nathan Philips Square is induced with the smell of pollution from the many cars that travel in the area. 
2. There is also a smell of fast-food in the area we have examined due to the fact that there are many types 

of establishments such as Pizza Stores for example which can be distinguished with ease.  
3. There is also a type of sweet scent which derives from the multitude of flowers that are planted in the 

explored area. There is additionally a farmer’s market which contributes to the previously stated 
aroma.  

I feel… 

1. First of all, I feel very free when I find myself being in Nathan Philips Square since I have the sensation 
of a growing and urbanising society.  

2. I also have a feeling of multiculturalism. It is a very remarkable fact that you may look around you and 
see many different races. Although you may not have much knowledge as to their background, you 
have a certain feeling of friendship since everyone freely communicates. To me, feeling welcome in any 
country is essential since it provides you with the idea of an accepting environment.  

3. Lastly, I feel vibrant due to the tall buildings that surround me and knowing the fact that City Hall is 
very close to our location gives me a sense of being at the heart of a very influential city that is in some 
ways “moving the economy”. While excitement fills my heart, I am constantly thinking where 
urbanisation will take us and the effects of the choices made by the government for example, on our 
health.  

I think… 

1. The urbanisation contributed to the change that established itself along with the complete destruction 
of St. John’s Ward that found no place in Canadian history. While it was indeed one of our harder and 
more difficult times, it still represented the harsh times we have actually endured. Therefore, it is hard 
to believe that this hard to believe that we have chosen to hide this fact. However, history should show 
the glorious part which we have lived through. It is not to say that it is not a debatable topic but I 
simply find the matter very interesting. 

2. I think that today our society is much more appreciative towards the efforts brought forth by others in 
the previous years or even the significant contributions of those that still exist to this day. For instance, 
we are currently honoring Ai Weiwei through the bicycle structure that is presently being built.  

3. I believe that urbanization may be good for the environment in some ways, however. Urbanization 
brings higher productivity because of its positive externalities and economies of scale. Second, for any 
given population, the high urban density is benign for the environment. The urban economics 
literature shows that compactness is a key determinant of energy use. High density can make public 
transport more viable and reduce the length of trips. Urban living encourages walking and cycling 
rather than driving. 

 

Create any additional statements of your own [I have decided to include both categories for 1912 and 2013 in 

one section]. 

I can definitely state that 1912 was a time when the streets were more calm but at the same time, agitation was 

making its presence known in all places because Canada was not necessarily ready for the wave of immigrants 

which was ready to settle into their new land.  
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Human beings have become an increasingly powerful environmental force over the last 10,000 years. With the 

advent of agriculture 8,000 years ago, we began to change the land. And with the industrial revolution, we 

began to affect our atmosphere. The recent increase in the world's population has magnified the effects of our 

agricultural and economic activities. But the growth in world population has masked what may be an even 

more important human-environmental interaction: While the world's population is doubling, the world's 

urban population is tripling. Within the next few years, more than half the world's population will be living in 

urban areas. 

Thereof, it is not surprising that the smell components of Nathan Philips Square (although not described in 

detail above because they’re easily interpretable) made it a very agitated area compared to the 1910s.  

What comments or insights can you make that show how the responses that you made about life in 1912 

and now in 2013 are similar or different? What can you saw about continuity and change having both 

imagined and responded to your experience in this historic space today? Explain. 

During the 1880 through to the 1920 before the automobile was generally used the "downtown" Toronto was a 

great mix of the poor and rich citizens. This was due to that fact that there was no way of travel other than 

taking a horse drawn carriage (which were only for the rich people), and walking. If you were an immigrant or 

lower class worker you would walk to work. This creates a problem for the size of the city. This was because 

that the workers had to live within walking distance to their jobs. 

However, it was not just the workers that had to live within this two to four mile distance to their place 

of work, the rich also had to live within about the same distance. This was because even though the wealthy 

were rich they did not have the means of faster transportation than the carriage. These carriages were drawn 

by horses. The horses walked about 4 miles per hour too. So the rich and poor lived side by side from the lack 

of faster transportation. Although with the invention of the streetcars, bicycles, and automobiles transportation 

begun to evolve and develop. 

While I reviewed most of my notes, life was significantly harder compared to the year 2013. Despite the 

concept of the Ward, however, I will life in the year 1912. First of all, children were expected to grow up 

quickly and were trying as hard as possible to find jobs to help finance the household. Schools may be 

described as small buildings where boys and girls were separated, and as many as five grades would take up a 

single room.  

Gangs were pervasive and drug use as well as crime was a frequent activity in St. John’s Ward. Center 

Avenue was the city’s most notorious red-light district where prostitutes openly solicited from people’s 

doorsteps. Furthermore, families often worked together, ate together, and slept together. Many families got an 

apartment that was one room only, with a small kitchen area, small dining room, and beds squeezed into 

corners.  

A similarity is that people ate a lot of what we do today, but because there wasn't refrigeration children 

would have to go see the iceman, who would sell huge chunks of ice from an enormous ice slab to children to 

lug up the stairs to put in their mother's icebox, which was like a fridge only the ice went in the top and the 

food went underneath, mostly milk and meats.  

It is also important to note that holidays were not as corporate then, and it could be said that you were 

lucky if you got many gifts.  

Relating to the Ward, however, many people were immigrating at this time, and so there were many 

small communities of Germans, French, Chinese, etc. Continuity and change enabled Toronto to evolve from 

the time of the Ward to the present time for several reasons. First of all, several laws were passed that would 

hopefully prevent crime. The landscape changed completely, however. Elizabeth Street became “the street of 

Chinese merchants, chop-houses and dilapidated roughcast houses used for stores. Some cafes were of new 
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tan brick, with electric signs. Chinese men also sat on steps or stood in groups under street lights. No women 

were to be seen.” 

Moreover, the Ward shrank over the twentieth century, first with the demolition of eight acres for the 

construction of Toronto General Hospital, then with streets widened to allow the commercial district’s office 

towers, hotels, and, more recently, condos to stretch northwards. The biggest change, which, in my opinion, is 

the most realistic example of continuity and change, came with the controversial expropriation of much of the 

Ward as the site of the New City Hall and Nathan Philips Square in the late 1950s. Now effectively erased from 

the streetscape and memory, the Ward does live on in the city in at least one unfortunate way: the problems of 

under-valued immigrants and the struggle for a better life still persist like the ghosts of Sante’s New York. 

Although there were many similarities. For instance, Harper wrote: “One of the fundamental questions of the 

present day is the urgent necessity of better economic conditions among the mass of our people and it is only 

by breaking away from the old alliance between the bosses and the big special interests that the ordinary man, 

the small business man, the workman and the farmer can hope in any way to better his present conditions.” 

The truth of Harper’s words rings true even though a century separates us. Once again the common people 

worry about the country’s economic conditions while businessmen with deep pockets funnel as much money 

as they want into Super PACs to help fund their favored presidential candidate.   

With the polarization of the Democratic and Republican parties, many voters are beginning to question 

if the two parties represent a majority of the populace or only small invested interest groups. 

While many of the issues the Progressive Party stood for such as direct election of senators, woman suffrage, 

and tougher labor laws were achieved generations ago, others related to business, investments, and campaign 

finance are still as relevant to us today as to Harper, Roosevelt, and Jones 100 years ago. 

These are the comparisons I was able to make through some extensive research but also my analytical 

reasoning while I thought about our explorations our group has made.

Thoughts on Recognition and Commemoration… 

Based on your field work in completing these 4 Historical Thinking Missions, you are to create a 

brainstorming wall of ideas of the ways in which the experiences of the residents of The St. John’s Ward and 

the historical spaces in the community could be better recognized, valued or commemorated by the City of 

Toronto.  

You can add another sheet to your booklet submission if you need more space. 

Use the two Essential Questions provided to guide your brainstorming 

Essential question 1: What or who in The Ward’s history do you think should be recognized and why?  

Example: The children of The Ward should be recognized because as the children of the working class, their experiences 

are not documented in any governmental records, but many of them died from waterborne diseases while living in The 

Ward. 

I believe that the immigrants that lived in the Ward should be recognized. While that statement may 

seem very blank at first, I will attempt to debrief it as much as possible. First of all, every large city on 

this continent has it fourfold problem of the slum, the saloons, the foreign colonies and the districts of 

vice. The foreign colony may not properly be called a slum, but it represents a community that is about 

to become an important factor in our social life and will become a menace in our civilization unless it 

learns to assimilate to the moral and religious ideal and the standards of citizenship. Even though this is 

saying that their cultures are not significant, which I am opposed to, it does consist of an idea which I 
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favor. It evokes the truth which is that immigrants helped in the formation of the multiculturalism that 

is invading Canada (in a good manner) and consistently changes and shifts the way we think. A lot of 

the food and cultures that are widespread in our country are not Canadian by origin. An example of this 

is our Chinese food. A way in which these immigrants benefit Canada is the following. It is important to 

understand that we are fortunately living in an age where people no longer want to be treated as 

machines. When they are told to do things, they demand to know the reason. Therefore, the first duty of 

the Department of Public Health is to educate the public. We are consequently endeavoring to enlighten 

the public through the press, health bulletins, public addresses, leaflets, and in every other way that we 

can hope to reach them. It is only when we bring these matter home to ourselves that we can realize 

what the saving of one human life means; what the saying of one case of sickness in a home means, and 

we must not forget that the infant and the little boy and the little girl in the humblest home in Toronto is 

as precious to their parents as our infants and children are or ever have been to us. 

The Globe Weekly said that: “The people of the Ward are astir ‘till all hours, and the Italians amuse 

themselves by singing in their rich, sweet voices the songs of their faraway homeland, or dancing their 

native dances to the music of a mandolin or a guitar in the open roadway beneath the stars.” We can 

interpret, therefore, that immigrants should be honored since they enrich our culture by introducing us 

to their traditions. Canada is also seeing signs of worker shortages in several professions – including 

engineers, doctors and nurses, to name a few. Added to this is the fact that the population in some 

provinces is shrinking, and employers are having difficulty filling their rosters with skilled help. This is 

concrete proof that the immigrants of the Ward are helpful to our economy and due to this, they should 

be honored. While they may not have worked much at the time, we can visualise them as an asset to 

Canada and Toronto for the said reasons.  

Essential question 2: In what ways could individuals, groups or historical spaces be commemorated? Offer as 

many concrete suggestions as to what and also in what locations you would put these commemorations.  

Example. A mural of the residents of the St. John’s Ward to be placed on the side of an apartment building on Chestnut 

Street. The people in the mural would represent the different cultural groups that lived in the community over time.  

 

Immigrants, as said earlier, were a fundamental part of Canada’s cultural development. If I had an 

opportunity, I would decide to place the monument (as the example suggests) on Chestnut Street. My decision 

overlaps with the street our group was given. I have chosen this specific street for several reasons. First of all, 

Chestnut Residence & Conference Centre is a University of Toronto Residence in the heart of downtown with 

Toronto's visually-famous City Hall and Nathan Phillips Square as our direct neighbours. You can get 

anywhere from here. 

During the summer months, Chestnut welcomes all visitors to Toronto for both short and long term 

accommodation. We are within steps of the shopping and entertainment districts. Chestnut is said to be: “The 
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place for the cost conscious traveler.” With that fact being said, it is predictable that the said monument will be 

successfully viewed by many pedestrians.  

Next, I would incorporate the idea of portraying an Italian family in a monument. I picked this culture 

for several reasons. To begin, they were one of the nations that first begun the influx of immigrants which 

chose to make Canada their home (or in this case the Ward) and they would be the perfect representation of 

the manner in which the concept of the life in this place. There were two distinct parts of their life style. The 

first was the poor health conditions that were thrust upon them and the inconvenience of small rooms for large 

families. Despite this though, the immigrant group visualised new Canadian ways by impacting both our law 

system and our economy. While new immigrants are poorer than the general population and face considerable 

hardship, there is no evidence that they have reshaped the social fabric in harmful ways. Thereof, this is my 

primary reason for picking this side of the Ward.  

My monument would depict an entire family which consists of two children and a mother and a father. 

I would imagine that the two children could be positioned on either side of the monument while the two 

parents could be installed in the middle. The main component of this creation would be white marble. First of 

all, marble is a very soft 'somewhat brittle' stone. This means that slabs of marble are relatively easy to carve 

and polish. Marble is also strong and durable and can withstand rough weather. These are some reasons why I 

picked this material. Although these are somewhat very technical, marble also has a visual beauty to it and in 

my opinion, it stands out over others.  

This dedicated work of art is not only a thing of beauty but, more importantly, a tribute to our brave 

forefathers.  Without money, without knowing the language and, for the most part, without a formal 

education, these brave, hardworking, family oriented pioneers left their native soil and ventured to a new 

country, a new world... Canada (or North America in general. This monument will not be dedicated entirely to 

Italian immigrants but immigrants in general, although it is based upon Italians.  

At the turn of the century many Italian immigrants came to this country. This monument will 

commemorate and honor those who left their country to find something better for their future as well as their 

children's. The female muse which is also found in my idea for a monument can probably be a symbol of hope 

in different civilizations. The star she holds (also an additional element) represents guidance to the explorer 

toward his desire to find a new place and to achieve his dreams. Her gown, an inspirational and spiritual 

presence, flows over the figures of four immigrants forming a family nucleus. In each of their faces one can see 

the grim determination and courage they must have had to leave behind everything they knew.  

I was inspired to create such a monument from my own experiences, actually, since I moved a lot in my life 

and I am able to make these connections upon my brainstorming.  

 

This monument will be a great symbol of brave people for many generations to come...
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Historical Thinking Mission: Discovering, Identifying and Analyzing traces of the history of St. John’s Ward-

Toronto’s First Urban Slum,  

1880-2013 

 (Continuity and Change) 

Work by Apolonnia Perri 

 

Historical Thinking Mission #1:Locating the place where a historic photograph was taken and putting yourself 

into the photograph 

Instructions:  

1. Each team of students (3 or 4 max) has been given a historic primary source photograph of  people in a 

specific place in The Ward.  Write the information provided on the photograph in the space below 

 

Photograph Information (photographer’s name, date, caption, etc) 

No photographer information, and no specified date. Taken in 1911. Caption: “Public Hydroelectric Power 

reaches Toronto 1911- ‘Niagra Falls’ cascades down City Hall for the celebration.” 

 

2. Go and locate the place where the photograph was taken by using the street number and address provided. 

You may need to use your Goad’s Fire Insurance Maps or other historical maps to find your location.  

 

3. Once you have arrived at the location where the photo was taken, make brief notes to describe the 

environment-land use, space, indicated what buildings are in the space. Any additional notes can be included 

here. 

Field notes:  

There is a Passchendaele monument dedicated to Veterans of WW1 in front of the entrance. Around there are 

commercial stores like Top Shop and a TD bank. There are workers (most financial?) smoking around the 

building. 

 

4. Take a photograph of each group member in the same position as the original historic photo and of them 

holding the document. You can choose to do this in groups if you would like.  

 

Once you have completed this mission you may turn the page and proceed to Historical Thinking Mission 

#2 
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Historical Thinking Mission #2:Continuity and Change on the 4 corners of an intersection 

Instructions:  

Each team has been given a specific intersection (the junction of two streets that cross) in The 

Ward. Your task is to identify evidence for Continuity and Change by taking note of what 

buildings, spaces or other environmental components were located on each of the four corners 

of the intersection, first in 1912 and now in 2013.  

 

The Intersection my team has been given is: Chestnut and Armoury. 

 

3. Identify the intersection on the map provided on page 2 of your booklet. Now go to that location as a group 

and complete your mission.  

 

4. Using your Fire Insurance Map for 1912 and other maps provided, as well as your observations this 

afternoon for 2013, a) label the streets on the grids provided on page 7, then b) write in to the diagram on the 

next page what buildings, spaces or other environmental components exist at each of the four corners of the 

intersection. Make note of any additional observations about the spaces on the four corners. Be as specific as 

you can in your labelling and identifications.   

 

Additional notes about 1912: 

Much more houses most made of wood. It was a very residential area, still being Toronto’s Ward. 

Additional notes about 2013:  

The armouries is building is now used as the court house. 

 

Once you have completed this mission you may turn the page and proceed to Historical Thinking Mission 

#3 

Observations of Continuity and Change to explain your labelled grids in Historical Thinking Mission #2 

by commenting on your observations of examples of continuity and/or change at that intersection in The 

Ward  (you can complete this back in class) 

Many of the buildings changed around Armoury and Chestnut street because what was needed for Toronto 

changed in the last century. Because the armoury and all the crowded houses of the Ward were no longer 

needed because of Toronto’s border expansion throughout the years, more industrial buildings were built 

downtown. The Chestnut residence was needed because of the growing popularity of UofT. Streets and floors 

are now paved, so there is much less mud than there would have been. A public car lot was built were there 

used to be houses because of cars’ increase in popularity and demand. The armoury building was preserved 

and its function changed as the need for arms and war merchandise decreased. While its function did change, I 

believe most of the structure itself stayed the same. The area did not preserve much of its history, otherwise.  

   

Sketching Space for Historical Thinking Mission #3: 

See photo attachment in email. 
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Historical Thinking Mission #3: 

That was then… this is now…Completing a sketch of a historic space in The Ward 

Instructions:  

Each team has been given a specific address in The Ward. It could have been the location of a 

home, a business or a government building.  

 

When you arrive at your location, you are first to look at your Goad Fire Insurance Map 1912 

and identify what type of building existed in the space at that time.  You may also be able to 

determine who lived or worked in the space.  

 

You are the then to draw a sketch of what building, residence, or environmental components 

exist in the space today.  The more details you can include the better. You may label your 

sketch to help make your details more clear.  

 

If you don’t have time to complete the sketch, you can take a photograph of it and complete the 

remainder of your sketch at home. 

 

 

Once you have completed this mission you may turn the page and proceed to Historical Thinking Mission 

#4 

 

 

That was then… What building/space existed in the location in 1912? What was its function?  

In 1912, there was a row of houses including 20 Centre St. Most of the houses near this address were wooden. 

This house was home to a working family. 

 

This is now… What currently exists at this address now (name it) and explain its function: 

Now a building for commercial offices and some court rooms used for commercial reasons, The University 

Centre is no longer on Centre St, the name having been replaced by University Ave. Its address is 375 

University Ave. 

 

 

 

Historical Thinking Mission #4:And in this place the ground speaks and if you use your imagination you can 

picture yourself and experience the 5 senses as if you were living here in 1912. 

 

Instructions:  

1. Go to Nathan Phillips Square and stand right in the middle of the square. 

2. In this space you are to complete a series of “I” statements which would describe your experience living in 

the St. John’s Ward in 1912. Using what you know about the living experiences of the residents of the slum in 
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1912 how might you complete these five “I” Statements… You should include at least three different 

observations for each statement. 

I see… horses and carriages in the streets, children playing and running around others, people from different 

backgrounds and houses smoking and greeting each other, some animals like dogs, cats, chicken…  

 

I hear… people talking in different language, some broken English, loud engines from the odd passing car, 

maybe some minor construction, or possible street vendors announcing their products.  

 

I smell… garbage, waste, cigarette smoke, maybe some cooking. 

 

I feel… a bit cold because it’s nearing winter and my jacket is made of poor materials, maybe a bit dirty or 

uncomfortable depending on where I’m from, or because something’s in my surrounding just dirtied me..   

 

I think… that I should be getting home because my family will start worrying, or that that other girl’s boots are 

really nice, or that I want to go pet a nearby animal, or I’m looking around for my friends, wondering where 

they are… 

 

Create any additional statements of your own. 

The thoughts I described in “I think..” were chosen because despite the change in lifestyle and the change of 

roles for different people(like women and children), the people probably still wondered about similar things. 

Some of them were kind of ironic or comical. 

 

3. It is now 2013 and you are a student in this historical space. Complete these five “I” Statements based on 

your observations today, Tuesday, October 29th, 2013 in this space… You should include at least three 

different observations for each statement. 

 

I see… construction, city workers cleaning and keeping the Square safe, other students finishing their 

Missions, groups of people doing various activities, a few statues and a bit of New City Hall and a building.  

 

I hear… trucks and clanging from tools and the removal of the art piece, people talking and laughing, some 

planes flying over us. 

 

I smell… concrete, some gas from cars(?), and maybe perfume from others. 

 

I feel… a bit cold, and familiar with my surroundings and friends from school. 

 

I think… about homework and when I need to go home, having to call my father to tell him where I’m going 

to go when we’re dismissed, if I can make plans later, or I wonder where the nearest Tims or local coffee shop 

is. 

 

Create any additional statements of your own. 

The list of what I see/hear/smell/feel/think is smaller because there is no uncertainty and less options, and 

the hectic feel of the Ward has been eliminated because of the change in environment.  
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What comments or insights can you make that show how the responses that you made about life in 1912 

and now in 2013 are similar or different? What can you saw about continuity and change having both 

imagined and responded to your experience in this historic space today? Explain. 

During all the missions, I realized and explained throughout the booklet that Toronto changed because the 

demand for certain things and new environments affected how buildings and houses were placed. In 1912, the 

living conditions were very low and the population density in the Ward was high because of the close houses 

and quarters. Despite this, I believe the thoughts of people from Toronto, immigrants and Canadians, would 

be similar to ours because we’re all worrying about what happens in our life and others. Now, because of the 

population that is once again high, there are more apartments that are being built and we once again live very 

close to others. In this way, the Ward has stayed the same, but otherwise most of its buildings have been torn 

down and the rest have a different use. Because the environment has changed, what we see/smell/hear is 

different, but what we feel, as I mentioned, is similar because the climate during Fall is alike. 

 

Congratulations! You have successfully completed all 4 Historical Thinking Missions in the St. John’s 

Ward. You are to now take your booklet home to complete in full. It is due in class to your teacher on 

Thursday, October 31st, 2013 for evaluation. 
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Thoughts on Recognition and Commemoration… 

 

Based on your field work in completing these 4 Historical Thinking Missions, you are to create a 

brainstorming wall of ideas of the ways in which the experiences of the residents of The St. John’s Ward and 

the historical spaces in the community could be better recognized, valued or commemorated by the City of 

Toronto.  

You can add another sheet to your booklet submission if you need more space. 

Use the two Essential Questions provided to guide your brainstorming 

Essential question 1: What or who in The Ward’s history do you think should be recognized and why?  

Example: The children of The Ward should be recognized because as the children of the working class, their experiences 

are not documented in any governmental records, but many of them died from waterborne diseases while living in The 

Ward. 

Essential question 2: In what ways could individuals, groups or historical spaces be commemorated? Offer as 

many concrete suggestions as to what and also in what locations you would put these commemorations.  

Example. A mural of the residents of the St. John’s Ward to be placed on the side of an apartment building on Chestnut 

Street. The people in the mural would represent the different cultural groups that lived in the community over time.  

Some Ideas for Commemorations (there are more suggestions written roughly on my brain storm sheet, which 

I can give you next class) 

 To commemorate the children of the ward, and since they have no records or proof of name, we could 
create a mural or gallery (similar to the small one in the archives building) to show what the children 
did and how they were affected by and in the Ward. 

 The various artist in the Ward, who might have affected the style of certain young musicians or artist 
over the years, changing the style of art in different ways through the years on a small scale. We could 
recognize them by creating a big art gallery, with works of art of the evolving styles, or create an 
exhibit in a museum like the AGO.  

 To recognize the old buildings that were no preserved, or maybe some parts of the Eaton’s Centre by 
putting plaques, or creating posters of what we would have seen if it were the 1910s 

 To commemorate the houses that were torn down, or the families that were moved so that the city 
could build large structures, we could put up plaques, explaining the number of people and families 
that were affected. 
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Exemplars of Student’s Summative Assignments 
 

Recognizing and commemorating the experiences of the residents of the St. John’s Ward  

and the historical significance of places and spaces in the community 

 

Creating an exemplar of remembrance  

 

Student’s Name Exemplar of Commemoration 

Sidelya G. An Unwilling Sacrifice 
[Anti] Plaque on Old City Hall 

Vanessa T. A mural for tailors and tailoresses of the 
Timothy Eaton Company 

Ben Z.  Painting-Familiar Faces 

Oriana P. A graffiti wall of remembrance of the residents 
of the Ward 

Annette A. Poem: The St. John’s Ward 

Emily S. A weekend in the Ward-Annual Festival and 
Reenactment of life in the Ward 
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Walking the St. Johns Ward 

Welcome to the walking tour of the St. Johns Ward, most commonly known as the ‘The Ward’. Today you will 

be experiencing where the kids of the ward usually visited, and played at. This tour will show the perspective 

of the kids in the Ward. The St. Johns Ward was formed in the 1880’s. It was surrounded by Yonge St., 

University Avenue, College St., and Queen St.  Immigrants who immigrated to Toronto and had nothing would 

come and live in the Ward. The Ward was cheap and it was close to a lot of factories (work opportunities). 

Families would settle in a house that was from 13x70 to 65x87 and had an average of 13 people living in each 

household. The Ward was also known as the slum, this was because it was dirty, unsanitary, overcrowded and 

poor like a ‘slum’.  

The first stop you are going to visit on this tour is the playground at Elizabeth St. It was made in 1913; the 

government realized that in 1910, kids couldn’t play in dirty, packed, unsanitary backyards, so they decided to 

make a playground.  At the playground, the kids learned how to play sports 

and games, handicrafts and they learned songs and folk dances. In the 

summer, the kids usually would be at the park 24/7, because they didn’t 

have school and because they loved playing at the park. This playground 

was the place where all the kids of the neighborhood would go to and play 

at. It was always packed with kids. Whenever you passed the playground 

you could hear the screams and laughter of the children being free. Here, 

the kids can just be kids. The playground took their minds off the rough life 

they were living in the Ward. 

Stop 2 is the Hester How school; it is located at Elizabeth and Gerrad St. The school 

was located right next to the playground. The school was built in 1912 replacing an 

older school that Frances Esther How founded. The school was for the kids to get an 

education. The kids living in the Ward were uneducated, unmannered, and wild. They 

had no bases. The school taught them a lot of subjects but they also taught them 

skills and moral rights. The school taught English especially, because there were a lot of immigrants.  

The third stop will be at Victoria Hospital for Sick Children, later renamed to Sick Kids. In the slums there was a 

high possibility of health issues and approx. 50% deaths were children, but the St. Johns ward didn't have 

many hospitals that focused on children. This hospital was led by Mrs. Elizabeth, 

which first started out as a three-story home and was first opened on March 23, 

1875. The number of children increased and a bigger place was needed. It was 

changed to the hospital that is in this location. The building was pretty big, so you 

can imagine a lot of kids running around a hospital scent.  
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Our fourth stop is, Bishop Strachan School (first location). The school first 

opened in 1857.  It is a boarding school for rich girls, which the idea was for 

the rights of women. The school was huge and there was a girl’s dorm 

there. BSS took in many girls from England and helped them financially. 

Those girls were affected by World War II. If you were to pass the school it 

looked very secure, however some girls didn't feel like they were treated 

fairly sheltered. You would also see girls’ from different age groups. Plus 

there was a mixture of teachers. Most of 

them were male teachers. In 1966, the 

school expanded more with areas for sports 

and relocated to 298 Lonsdale Road.  

The next stop is the Cigar shop on Elizabeth 

St. The store was founded by Henry Dworkin. 

There are multiple stores like this one in the 

Ward, especially on Elizabeth and Queen. 

The Cigar shop was a very popular place with 

teens. Teens would also meet up with friends 

at the shop. It was a very popular meeting 

place. People who came here would talk for 

hours. They would gossip, share languages, 

religious beliefs, and personal experiences. 

The Cigar shop packed with people. It sold 

regular things that a convenience store sold, 

like chips. When you passed the store, you 

could smell the smell of tobacco.  

 
The last stop is Shea's Hippodrome Theater. 
Shea's opened on April 17, 1914 and was one 
of the largest vaudeville house with 3,200 
seats. Shea's showcased musical acts, 
theater, acting, song and dance. Popular films were featured in Shea's and famous artists would attend at 
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times.  Many teenagers, families and children would go there on their free time. If you were to pass by, you 
will hear much chatter about movies and smell popcorn. There was glass exterior and copper dome that light 
up at night. Shea's was a great place for children to have fun and experience different things. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After the tour, you will be given a sketchbook with only 6 sheets of blank paper in it. Your project is to draw a 

picture of the places that was visited with children in it. The children in the picture must be doing an activity 

that you think the kids back then did at that particular place. After completing each picture, you must stand in 

front of the building or area, take a picture of yourself holding the sketch and hash tag it with #kidsward.  
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