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The Forgotten 
History of  the  

St. John’s Ward 
A Walking Tour 

By Matthew Tran and Rojin Esmaeili 

The St. John’s Ward was both a sprawling and im-

poverished community that has been lost in history 
as Canada began to evolve. St. John’s ward is an 

area in between present day Queen, Osgoode, 
Queen’s Park, and College stations. This commu-

nity was for the most part a residential area for im-
migrants that came to Canada for safety and pros-

perity. The people who lived in the area were a mix 

of Jewish, Irish, German, African American, Scot-
tish, and Italian, making it quite diverse and multi-

cultural. Around the time period of 1910, many Jew-
ish families flooded the ward and the area became a 

slum community. There were very prominent and 
important places in the ward such as the Timothy 

Eaton Factory and the Toronto General Hospital 

that have been repurposed or even replaced. In the 
present, the ward has become a very commercial 

area in downtown Toronto and home to the Eaton 

Centre but the original ward has been completely 

forgotten in history. 

University Avenues 
Armouries 

When first built in 1894, the Armouries build-

ing was the largest building of its type in Can-

ada, requiring 151 houses to be demolished on 

University Avenue to make space for the 

building. It was built in Romanesque style us-

ing red brick and fine Kingston limestone to 

echo the solidity and power of the militia.  

Other than military training, the Armouries 

were also used for trade shows and social 

events. Many thousands of volunteers were 

enrolled there in times of national crisis, and 

from the Armouries they marched out to fight 

in South Africa, the First World War, the Sec-

ond World War, and Korea. The Armouries 

were demolished in 1963 to make room for a 

Provincial Courthouse. 

Another building that was part of 
the St. John’s ward was the Timothy 
Eaton Factory. The Eaton factory 
was erected in 1889 and was con-
nected to the Timothy Eaton Co. 
retail store building built in 1883. 
The factory stood at the intersec-
tion of Yonge and Queen Street. 
The purpose of the factory was to 
provide the Eaton retail store with 
clothes, accessories, and products to 
sell. The building was very impor-
tant to the Ward as it was the main 
source of income for the majority of 
the residents that lived there. As 
time passed, The Eaton Factory and 
the store connected to it was rebuilt 
into the present day Toronto Eaton 
Center. The Eaton Centre is now 
one of the biggest and most recog-
nized shopping mall in all of Canada. 

Timothy Eaton 
Factory 

Historical Thinking 
Now that you have read about and seen some 

pictures of the historical locations in the St. 

John’s ward, there is a fun little exercise you 

could do to further explore and visualize the 

evolution of this community. By reading the 

locations and looking the map, locate where 

some of the ward buildings would be in the 

present day. Take a picture of yourself in that 

area and post the photo of you on twitter with 

a tag “#St. Johns Ward”. Happy hunting!  



 2 

The Lyric Theater in the ward was a Jewish 

Playhouse that preformed famous plays, 

concerts and acts. This building was at the 

intersection of Agnes and Teraulay Street 

and this area is now currently the intersec-

tion of Bay and Dundas. It was built as a 

successor to another playhouse on Univer-

sity Avenue called the “People’s Theatre”. 

The Lyric Theater featured many famous 

plays but all were spoken in Yiddish, as the 

audience was for the most part Jewish. In 

addition to being a playhouse, half the 

building was also a church, for people to 

gather and such.in the 1960’s the building 

was repurposed into the Ford hotel and fi-

nally rebuilt into an office complex. The 

Lyric theatre in 1909, the building was part 

playhouse and part church. 

  

Toronto General 
Hospital 

Toronto General Hospital was first a small 

military hospital for treating soldiers in the 

War of 1812. After the war, many donated 

their distinguished service medals to fund 

the new hospital, which opened to the pub-

lic in 1829 at John and King Streets (now 

home to Bell Lightbox). In 1913, 356 build-

ings were demolished to make room for the 

hospital, now situated at University Ave-

nue and College Street. Today, the former 

Bell wing has been demolished to make the 

Clinical Services Building (CSB), where pa-

tients continue to be treated today. The 

College wing is now part of the Mars com-

plex, used as a medical and technological 

research incubator. 

 Old City Hall 

Toronto's third city hall, now known as 
"Old City Hall," was built with a budget 
of $2.5 million to meet the need for larger 
quarters. It would house the Council 
Chamber, courtrooms, municipal as legal 
offices. On its completion in 1899, it was 
the largest building in the city, and at 
that time the largest municipal building in 
North America, needing 123 buildings to 
be demolished to make space for its court-
house alone.  
After the opening of Toronto's present 

City Hall in 1965, Old City Hall was 

threatened with demolition. It was saved 

by concerned citizens and is today a Na-

tional Historic Site, operating solely as a 

courthouse while still retaining much of 

its turn-of-the-century decoration. 

The Lyric Theater 

 

The Lyric theatre in 1909, the building was part playhouse 

and part church. 

Slums, rear of 21 Elizabeth Street, 1913, in the shadow of City Hall  

Toronto General Hospital(opened 1913), College St., s. side, 
betw. Elizabeth St. & University Ave., 1910 
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