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...he had his first heart attack in December 21, 194Between a couple of times, he brought
up blood from the mouth and in March 49, | thinkvds March the 10, 1949 he came home from
work and he had bled the whole day at work... Antlais a very, very difficult case and from
1956, he was out of work, on and off, from 1954dArom April 56, he never worked again

until the day he died July 21, 1958...1 couldn't fiaglace to live with two children and

him...in the meantime, we heard about this Regerik RPaiblic housing project], gonna build a
new place. It was in the papers and that and hegtitove should go down...Well, by the time

we got the letter we were accepted; it was abaettdays before he diéd.

Such was Thelma Pilkey’s painful recollection of hasband’s illness and her
families’ housing hardship in 1950s Toronto. She alvays worked but with two
children, her husband’s irregular employment amiians medical bills, it was difficult
to make ends meet. Finding a decent, affordableeplalive was particularly
demanding: vacancy rates in Toronto were persigteow, landlords frequently
shunned families with children, and rents wereroéigcessive for low-income earners.
Medical problems aggravated the difficulties. Theldid not want to move the family
into public housing but, given the precarious anstances, she felt there were few
options.

The Pilkey’s distressing struggles did not reflibettypical experience of
working families in Canada. From the 1940s to t8@0k, Canada became one of the
most socially and economically developed societigls, arguably, the highest overall
living standards in the worfdBy and large, the majority of Canadian workersenagsle
to achieve adequate housing without overwhelmifficdities in the post-war period.
However, this fulsome portrait presents an oveeygeagalized view of the concrete
situations of many working families. In turbulemio@omic times such as recessions,
depressions and wars, even employed workers witlerate incomes were
disadvantaged and confronted severe shortageasdmable dwelling spacés.
Moreover, the last twenty-five years have witness@darked decline in the social and
economic well being of the Canadian working clabgctv has affected chiefly the
housing opportunities of women, single parentsytheking poor and some recent
immigrants: In fact, there has always been a sizeable minofitpw-income families
who have historically experiencegarmanentrisis of affordable, quality dwelling
spaces.

This article explores the question of housing riegabst-war Toronto by
looking at the diverse reasons why families appieethe few public housing projects
that were constructed after the war. It identiiesumber of often overlapping causes
for the housing dilemmas of low-income familiegliuding outright inability to pay,
landlord intransigence to families with childrepafe 458] evictions, illness,
overcrowding, deprived housing conditions, racisrd social factors within the family.
It aims to make a contribution to a growing bodywairk that complicates accepted
notions of post-war prosperity and the benefitthefwelfare state for low-income
earners in advanced capitalist countfies.



The first section is based on adaptations of vargiatistical indicators of
housing hardship generated by researchers for Tasopublic housing administration
as well as analyses by social agencies, contempobservers and recent scholarly
research. It briefly looks at pre-World War 1l desgments and then chronicles housing
need from the 1940s to the 1990s. Various methodslatabases were used in these
studies and rarely did they originally attempt @t processes over time. Nevertheless,
we can make a reasonable assumption that thisnatown offers us sound indications,
if not exact measures, of the housing difficulfesed by low-income families.

The concept of housing need, is, of course, a stigeterm. It conveys an
opinion about housing that someaneghtto have’ In housing studies, conceptual
definition is important: in the flush of the refoimpulse and heightened class struggle
in the 1940s, when public housing advocates wenéoaplating the policies and
procedures of the new Regent Park North (RPN) hgusioject in Toronto, for
example, the proportion of income paid for renh{t® income ratio) that was
considered “fair” was 20 percehthis was also considered a “just” figure among
public housing residents in struggles against teuuticies in the late 1960s and 1970s.
Yet the government body that finances and ovenseesing in Canada, the Canada
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), toutedbg@rcent figure at the time,
which would be used until the 1988<During a period of state fiscal restraint and the
gradual undermining of the welfare state in theQs980s, CMHC adopted a 30 percent
figure, quite possibly to increase public housiaigaints’ rent and therefore reduce
government subsidies and/or to make it appeatttieat was less housing ne®d.
CMHC now uses a sophisticated Core Housing NeedeMaoakasuring adequacy
(physical state of repair), suitability (appropeiaess for family size and type) and
affordability (30 percent rent/income ratig)in addition, various other measures —
rental unit vacancy rates, home ownership affotdglaind availability, and the number
of public housing applications — are also commarslgd to assess housing need. As
John Sewell notes, none of these measures is whi@bise. For example, the rent to
income ratio is based on gross income and cleadyahdifferential effect on rich and
poor families, thus underestimating real housingdri& However, this paper accepts the
definitions of affordability, availability and qug} proffered by the government bodies,
social agencies and scholars cited, as broad inoisaof what was considered housing
need at the time.

The second section of the article elucidates tfanmative if partial statistical
record of housing need by considering various tatale sources such as oral
testimony, tenant correspondence and other docamyevinices of low-income
families!* My interests in exploring this subject emanatenifia larger study of RP in
Toronto, Canada’s first and largest rent-geareititome housing proje¢t. The
archival records, which contain numerous lettesmfprospective tenants and rare
resident case files, and the interviews | conduetithl former tenants of RP, speak
directly to the question of housing need. | useetfidence of both families that secured
places in RP as well as prospective tenants [pagewho expressed a need for state
assistance. By no means does this exhaust thenlmwie housing experience in
Toronto but it provides readily accessible qualtaevidence to explore the question of
housing hardship in the post-war era. The arthules thighlights individual accounts of
housing hardship, allowing us to put a much-neddedan face on those left out of the
much-vaunted, post-war “age of prosperity.”

The Low-Income Housing Crisis By Number s, 1900-2000



Squalid housing conditions in the rapidly indusiziag cities of Canada were a
growing public concern in the late nineteenth aadyetwentieth century. Middle-class
reformers, businessmen, and some government défiziere particularly worried about
the morally and socially erosive effects brougtdigtby the “slum” housing of
workers, many of them immigrant&The bulk of reform propaganda articulated a
middle-class version of what was considered “prbpeusing with a tenuous link to
the actual housing environments of working-classilias. Yet there is little doubt that
many workers lived in overcrowded and unsanitargltings.

Problems of affordability were also paramount. JBacher has carefully
documented the bruising effects of unrestrainedstridl growth on working-class
housing conditions in the period. He notes thatifeneasing proportion of the work-
force [was] faced with the choice of accepting &rahat was overcrowded, poorly
serviced, or below minimal building code and sawistandards, or sacrificing other
necessities of life.®” From 1900 to 1913, rents in Toronto increasedy dercent
while wages only grew by 32 percent. The rent tmime ratio of skilled workers such
as carpenters increased from 19.4 percent in X9@8.8 percent in 1913. For fully-
employed laborers, rent soared from 22.8 percewagies in 1900 to 35 percent in
1913 An investigation in 1914 by Toronto’s public héattepartment found 9,000
houses overcrowded.

Housing shortages vaulted onto the national stagegithe First World War.
The adverse conditions of wartime — scarcity obueses, price inflation, and an
unwillingness to invest in housing — led to a marklecrease in residential buildiffy.
Coupled with unemployment and real wage loss,dbk tf available dwellings would
precipitate a severe housing crisis in the immedgaist-war period. It came as little
surprise that the National Industrial Conferenc&L@) and the Royal Commission on
Industrial Relations (1919) would both highlightopawelling conditions as one of the
chief causes of the working-class upheaval of tiédiate post-war peridd.Fewer
than 7,000 houses were built under government eessjm the period and had little real
impact on the national crisf3.

Racial assumptions among policy makers, landldydsders and the general
population would make it especially difficult foertain immigrant groups such as Jews,
Asians and Blacks. “Restrictive covenants” — infafmules prohibiting certain
minorities from renting or buying property — weng¢egrated into federal housing
programs and many urban and suburban residergias aFor instance, in the question
and answer section of a Toronto home builder’s ptional advertisement in 1918, the
question ‘Would you sell to foreigners?” was ansder‘No, Absolutely NOT 2 There
is clear evidence that municipal officials willfuljpage 460] ignored such explicit
practices until the 19534 Racism in the housing market would thus hampeiteshe
opportunities for certain groups.

The low-income housing crunch returned with a vamge during the
Depression. As David Hulchanski notes, one of #@ral features of the housing
question during the decade was the “inability ohgnarban residents to afford
adequate housinﬁ.‘r” Extensive studies of Halifax, Hamilton, Ottawa,nhpeg,
Montreal, and Toronto in the early 1930s showedbdifpration of dilapidated housing
conditions, lack of affordable housing units anahjpant social distress. The 1934
Toronto study identified the heavily skewed disitibn of income, high
unemployment, and anarchic land development amgie culprits of the housing
crisis. It documented destitute housing conditiam®ng 2,000 of the most
disadvantaged working families, confirming “thelildy of the lowest wage earners to
pay rents sufficiently high to obtain adequate huyisccommodation®®



Despite periodic crocodile tears from governmefitials, little progress was
made in providing affordable accommodatféiorking families lived out the crisis as
best they could, often sharing units with otherife®, boarding in private homes,
frequently moving house in search of better opputiees or in response to evictions,
and painfully enduring wretched housing. For thowlsaof single male workers, the
only (t)zgtions were highly-regimented urban hostelsumane rural relief camps, or the
street:

World War Il ended unemployment, but it exacerbabedhousing crisis.
Toronto’s location as a center of war industry aggted the grave shelter situation for
many workers. First, the rapid increase in popalatvas not matched on the supply
side by dwelling construction: the building indyssuffered from a lack of raw
materials and the priorities of industry and goveent were focused on war production.
As a result of family formation, migration, and ingration, the population of the City
of Toronto and surrounding municipalities increabgdlmost 190,000 people from
1931 to 1947 while less than 44,000 new dwellingsumere buil® Only 2,245 of
these units were built as emergency housing bthyeof Toronto with assistance from
the federal governmef.The plunge in rental housing construction wasiqaletrly
acute. Rental controls temporarily eased the doisislid not address the shortatfe.
The extent of the crisis can be measured by thergwf the emergency measures
undertaken to house people during and immediaftdy the war: families in acute need
were placed in community centers, fires stationfice halls, army barracks, and
hastily-built emergency housés.

Most importantly, there was a glaring lack of sbiégaapartments and houses that
workers could afford. By 1944, prices of individirmes in major urban centers
exceeded those at the peak of the 1929 bBd1943 study by economist O.J.
Firestone of the housing difficulties of the lowesb-thirds by income among renters
in Toronto showed that only 6.4 percent were pajasg than 20 percent of their annual
income in rent? In 1947, housing researcher Humphrey Carver fahatithe 12
percent of low-income households that made less $12000 a year were paying more
than 40 percent of their income in rénit least 10,000 families lived in overcrowded
conditions of more than one person per room oilapiiated dwellings. By war’s end,
30,000 families in the city were “doubling up,” Witwo or more families sharing a
dwelling [page 461] intended for one famiRThe Toronto Stamoted in 1943 that
finding a place to live was a “nerve-wracking, hidaeaking, time and money
consuming experience” for low-income Torontoniahs.

Unscrupulous landlords made matters worse. Inra bigusing market, they had
the leverage to demand high rents. Sometimes,déidyerately kept houses vacant in
order to make speculative gains in the market. Mfien, they served notices to vacate
and eviction orders for tenants who had difficaliEaying the rent in order to secure
more “reliable” tenancies such as families withohitdren. By July 1945, 8,391
eviction notices were filed in the twelve largeisies in Canada while smaller
communities looked at 15,000-20,000 eviction nati¢gric Gold, Emergency Shelter
coordinator for the federal government, reported tandlords in Toronto were
“descending during the night and physically forcthg tenants out® Only with the
development of a concerted working-class and wearaa protest movement around
housing issues in Canada’s major cities — oftenlinmg mass picket lines around
houses to prevent repossession and eviction anmgt degionstrations — did the
government enact an eviction fre€2e.

Problems with landlords continued during the |8d0s after the federal
government loosened its rent controls. Controlsewelaxed for new rental vacancies,



prompting landlords to evict existing occupantsider to hike rents for new tenants.
The Wartime Prices and Trade Board estimated th@bronto “uncontrolled rents
exceed the old rentals by about 10095l 1949, the Community Planning Association
of Canada, noted that over 1,000 families facedtiewi in Toronto in January alone and
that the numbers could reach 5,000 in the followiranths®*

Landlords also took advantage of the slum clearanderebuilding plans of the
local state. Knowing that the government would thair properties, they served
notices to vacate as soon as plans were finalmedemolition, an additional burden in
an already rigid market. In 1954, for example, mamants left the area slated for
clearance to build the southern section of Regark fRPS) even though they were
eligible for rehousing in the new project. The mgyotold interviewers that their
landlords had ordered them to leave. Several atigtat landlords raised the rent
substantially as weff

The housing situation improved somewhat as thetahaffects of post-war
reconstruction finally subsided. A significant nuenlof new dwellings were built in
response to critical demand and there seems toliemregeneral improvements in
housing quality’® In cities across Canada, homeownership becamptamdor
families with modest incomes who could rely on goweent home ownership incentive
programs or employ extraordinary economic strategieeh as having both parents
work, taking in boarders and working extra j8bsiowever, the grave problem of
affordablehousing did not disappear in the 1950s and 60thfse whose incomes
were very low. In 1958, the Department of Publiclfafe (DPW) in Toronto
commented that it was receiving frequent calls ftampublic about public housing
spaces. Numerous enquiries were fielded from Britismigrants “amazed” at the lack
of “council houses” in Toronto and despairing faeslfrom outside the city or those
recently arrived who were ineligible for public tsing. Department officials lamented
that even though many of the requests came fronliésnm houses “unfit for human
habitation,” [page 462] they could do little butkedutile referrals to the filled-to-
capacity RP> The 1961 census reported that 12 percent of dwgsliin Toronto were
still overcrowded and over 10,000 houses were @ethof major repair’® A 1966
DPW analysis of 2,783 families on welfare who clethgddresses, also found high
rents, overcrowding, eviction or notice to vacatd &ndlord dislike of children as key
causes of housing hardsHift was in this context that families applied teelin public
housing schemes.

Public housing initiatives such as RPN and RPSc¢hvtotaled 2,139 units, and
the few other developments built in the Torontaarethe 1940s-60s, fell far short of
the ongoing demand for affordable housing. The 188Yim Housing Committee
report of the Metropolitan Toronto Housing AuthgriMTHA) estimated there was a
need for 10-15,000 more subsidized units in thi})reé8 In all of Metro Toronto, there
were only 4,489 such spac¥s.

Low-income residents in the neighborhoods cleapeddbuilding had first
priority in public housing. Other tenant selectmuidelines centered on income,
existing housing quality, and veteran status. Tdlgigal bias of public housing
officials played a role, too. Paul Ringer, who waxtkas a housing officer in RPN and
RPS during the 1950s-60s, observed that Frank ®egrRPN manager from 1949-
1964 and a noted figure in the local ConservatasyR facilitated tenant vacancies for
party members and for City of Toronto workers, Ingpio populate the project with
upstanding tenants loyal to his idea of traditiaziizenship:® Even for families clearly
eligible and accepted in principle for public hawgian often-interminable wait
followed. In a sample of 59 RPN tenant case fil@siilies had waited from one month



to 5 years for a place in the project with a mearage of 2 years. By the time a
vacancy became available, many applicants haddyine@ved several times; many
probably just gave up hope for a publicly-assigtiede® Some complained: “Just a
few lines to find out if you could please help rhave not phoned too often cause |
thought you were too busy with other people. | hlaad my application in since 1962
[three years] but | have not heard nothing [siofriryou people. What is the matter, | do
not no [sic]...1 just have to get out of here for kig's sake.®?

In the 1960s, more and more applications for putiesing appear to have been
motivated by the desire to escape from abusive Rehert Bradley, RPN manager,
claimed that applications from “broken families8 percent of them women and the
majority fleeing abuse, increased over 100 periteh965> It was for women in
situations like this, that in 1967 the THA estdidéid an emergency hostel for women
and children who were being evicted or fleeing &blis addition to providing some
security for families for a short period (averatgysvas 13 days), they helped find
spots in both the private rental market and puidigsing. In its first year, they assisted
over 400 women and 1,300 children. Approximatelyp8€cent were housed for
“domestic problems™

The strategies employed by low-income familiesdbieve what Robert Murdie
and Carlos Teixeira term a “comfortable neighboorhand appropriate housing”
varied considerably between ethnic groups in past-oronto. Toronto was the single
largest destination of immigrants to Canada inpthst-1945 period. Yet until the 1970s,
the vast majority of public housing applicants aesidents in English Canada were of
Anglo-Canadian origir® Only in the 1970s and 1980s did larger numbe@asfbbean
and Asian families opt for [page 463] state-asdisieusing in Torontd! The single
largest immigrant populations to Toronto before 18&0s, the Italians and Portuguese,
adopted a very different approach to securing mgusnvesting substantial cultural and
economic importance to home ownership and closg-&thinic neighborhoods, first in
the area due west of the city center and lateewersl distinct ethnic suburban
enclaves, Italian and Portuguese families reliedxiansive community and family ties
as well as considerable economic sacrifice to becbomeowners. More often than not,
this meant reliance on private, community sourddsiance, renting out a part of the
owned house to pay the mortgage, living in boardiogses in the first years after
arriving in the city, purposely doubling or tripjrup with other families to save money
and devoting a disproportionate amount of incomfeotme purchase®.In contrast to
the prominent ideology of the male breadwinnerastpvar Canada, Franca lacovetta
also shows that women'’s paid labor, which was nsoramon among ltalian than
native-born women, “was part of a well-articulateorking-class family strategy for
success, one most often measured in terms of hamership.®® Alvin Finkle reports
that these multifaceted approaches to economidistatere common in Southern
European and some Jewish immigrant families iesiticross the count?y.

Nevertheless, by the mid 1960s, as Kevin Brustestthoroughly documented,
the housing crisis had come “full circféfor many underprivileged families. Shortages
for low-income Torontonians were once again rampamts were spiraling and
evictions were increasing. City officials warnedgnaints, especially the growing
numbers of families from the Maritime provinceskseg work in industrial Toronto, to
stay homé? Excepting Southern European immigrants, the dreinome ownership
increasingly became just that for large numbersnelmwvners in Toronto decreased
from 71 percent of occupied dwellings in 1951 topBcent in 19813 Shelter costs
also became increasingly burdensome for poor familn 1962, th@oronto Stamoted
there were still “Thousands Caught in High-RentpTt¥ In 1965, a City of Toronto



housing policy committee report argued that fullyg&rcent of the city’s families

“were unable with their own resources, to proviéeeht, safe and sanitary housifig.”
A 1966 study of 411 applications to RPN found 6&pat paying more than 30 percent
of their income towards refit.

Housing affordability problems for those at thetbot rung of the socio-
economic ladder persisted into the 1970s. In 1982 percent of Family Benefits
(welfare) recipients were paying above 30 percéthear incomes in rent while 55.6
percent were paying more for shelter costs thashiedter allowances granted as part of
welfare benefit§’ The Rent Rage 1974 study by the Social Planning Council of
Metropolitan Toronto, verified that social assistamecipients were particularly hard hit
by the housing crunch: 30 percent of those thatedepaid more than half their income
in rent; 50 percent lived in substandard housiligp&rcent paid more in rent than the
shelter allowance granted by welfare payméh#sstudy by the same organization in
1981 confirmed that increased housing costs coupittdthe inadequacy of shelter
allowances for welfare recipients had made livitamdards considerably wor&e.

It comes as a little surprise then that more anterfaimilies on social assistance
were applying for public housing, as Figure 1 desti@ates. [page 464]

Figure 1
Family Housing Applications- MTHA
According to Family Income Source, 1964-1974
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Chart Adapted from Figures in CTA, HAT, RG 28, Bpy&7, File “Housing Registry of Metropolitan
Toronto, 1967-68,” Quarterly Report of Family HaugiApplications, 31 December 1964; CTA, HAT,
RG 28, B, Box 27, File “Housing Registry of Metrdipen Toronto 1969,” Report of a Survey of Family
Housing Applications on File with the Housing Regisof Metropolitan Toronto and Ontario Housing
Corporation, 1 May 1969; MTA, MTHA, Box 6, File 200ntario Housing Corporation Housing
Registry, “Second Quarter 1974, Applications byoime Source,” Table Ill. Non-Employment income
includes the following forms of state assistancelfdre, Mother’s Allowance, Department of Veteran’s
Affairs Pension, Workmen’s Compensation, Retirenigmsion, and Old Age Security.

By the 1980s, various measures of housing needrowed that housing
affordability problems worsened for the most disateged. Vacancy rates in Toronto
during the 1980s averaged one percent — far bélevd ppercent standard considered to
be reasonably advantageous for tendhits.Canada as a whole, the percentage of
renters paying more than 30 percent of their inconrent rose from 23 percent in 1976
to 27 percent in 1986.1n Ontario, renters in core need — those payingentttan 30
percent of their income for shelter — increasedéyercent between 1988 and 1991.
The Ontario government’s Social Assistance Reviemf@ittee found that in Toronto,
Ottawa, Hamilton, and Waterloo, more than 70 peroésocial assistance recipients
paid more than 40 percent of their incomes to teragments in 1986 As Pierre
Filion and Trudi Bunting note, renters, particwasingle women with children, were
hardest hit by the affordability crunch in the 188bIt was obscenely incongruous that



at the same time as the United Nations declared r88rnational Year for the
Homeless, homelessness in Toronto reached frigigdeiels’

By the 1990s, vacancy rates of less than 1 perhagit,house prices, rental
increases twice the rate of inflation, an almoshglete lack of rental unit construction,
unemployment, government cuts to income distrilbugoograms and the relaxation of
rental controls intensified the crisis. This afegthll low-income families including
particular recent immigrant groups and refugees gédmeerally had larger families and
lower incomes and who coped with racial discrimomain labor and housing
markets’® Afro-Caribbean immigrants, for example, with agkar proportion of single-
women headed families suffered a [page 465] dooitden in the housing market:
they were subject to the oppressive racial and geadpositions of landlords (public
and private) as well as the “constrained choicdionsing opportunity due to their low
incomes.’ By the closing years of the 1990s, record numbgfamilies, including
escalating numbers of single parents, welfare ieeip and poor visible minority
immigrants were applying for public housing.

The social necessity for affordable housing thadter in Toronto is evident
from the sheer numbers of people who sought addigtaesing, an imprecise but useful
indicator of housing need. Given the stigma attddbepublic housing as a “last resort”,
especially since the 1960s, these numbers shoextieat of the problem for those most
in need. We can assume that the figures somewklatrestimate the actual number of
families in need since they do not include thosepfeewho were either unaware of the
state-assisted housing option or believed thaag mot possible to obtain a space. As
Figure 2 illustrates, the 1950s and 1960s saw nmuginumbers of households seeking
government assistance. Even before RPN had beepletath in 1957 there were 7,000
applications on file for the project. From the iptien of the waiting list for RPS in
1957 to the end of 1959, there were 13,527 incainéeeived by the MTHA® By 1959,
the waiting list for these units was almost 10,6@fes long. By 1970, the Metro
Toronto housing registry office had 38 employeeet®ive 10,000 calls a month and
2,000 new applications a month. Applications oe féached 16,000 in 1969.

Figure 2
Public Housing Waiting Lists - Metropolitan
Toronto/Toronto
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Chart adapted from the following figures: 1956, B& HAT, B, Box 1, File “A, B 1948-1959,” Frank
Dearlove to Gordon Ames, 10 Feb.1956; 1959: MTRAgent Park South Annual Rep@Fbronto:
MTHA, 1960), unpaginated; 1967 and 1969: MTHA, “Repon Survey of Family Housing Applications
on File, (Toronto: MTHA, June 1969), 1; 1972 and49MTA, MTHA, RG 5.1, Box 6, File 2.02, Vol.

9, Summary of Family Applications Dec.72-Jun.747@9MTA, MTHA, R.G 5.1 Vol. 16, Box 4, File 2,
Establishing a Central Registry for MTO, 1976; 1988hn Sewell, "Trapped by InactiofNow

Magazing no. 299 (29 Sept-5 Oct.1988): 11; Housing CoriaestCentral Registry Report cited in Jack
Lakey, “22-year wait for some low-cost housingdronto Stay 13 July 1998, B5.




[page 466] The figures declined somewhat in theD§%hd then shot up dramatically
again in the late 1980s and 1990s. Explanationthéodecline in the 1970s and early
80s are only suggestive: there was an expandintpbildy off state-assisted options in
the mid-70s to mid-888and vacancy rates in the rental market were cmsig above
the 3 percent levéf In September 1988, 10,400 families, comprisin@38 people,
were waiting for the eight units that opened eamh @he situation was so critical at
this point that the 1940s predicament of doublipgesurfaced within public housing
itself even though MTHA guidelines strictly proh#l the practice. John Sewell
estimates that in 1988, 25,000 people were livimgofficially” in public housing in
Toronto in addition to the official resident numbef 100,0062

By 1991, there were 33,000 rent-geared-to-inconis umMetro Toronto’s
public housing system. However, demand for assister$ing always outstripped the
limited supply. In 1998, assuming they startechatliottom of the list, families
requiring a four-bedroom apartment in MTHA would/édo wait an average of 21.8
years for a spot while the wait for a two-bedroguarément was 12.9 yeatsThe
shelter crisis in Canada’s largest city once agesembled the critical war years except
this time the economy was in recession, living déads were deteriorating and
governments at levels were not expanding but rtigacheir commitments to assist
families in need.

Stories of Housing Need

We know that Toronto experienced a crisis of loseime housing availability
and affordability in the post-war period, but weolanlittle of the individual stories and
experiences of the actual families who lived thiotlys bleak experience. Fortunately,
the archival repositories contain numerous puliegding resident case files, letters by
prospective tenants and written comments on b@sbetigroups by housing authority
officials. Along with oral testimony, these valualsources allow us to recover some
aspects of the lives of the hitherto marginalizeg-income families who searched for
decent dwelling spac&8This approach promises, as Cynthia Comacchioiputs
“corroborate historic trends, placing real humamge and real lives into the
statisticians’ reports®

Despite a general boom in the economy with littlemployment until the
1970s, there was still a considerable proportiothefworking population that searched
in vain for affordable dwelling opportunities iretipost-war period. Housing need
would intensify during the extended economic cribet Canada and other advanced
economies would undergo from the 1970s onwardsoMaibarriers to economic and
social mobility obtained: a marked shift from sghinionized and well-paid
employment to increasingly low-wage, casual jobadequate welfare rates, relatively
high rents, lack of childcare, and residential distation® Blunt lack of affordable
living space was the primary factor in housing Bard but this was often complicated
by secondary factors such as poor housing enviratsnevercrowding and landlord
conduct. In fact, usually tenants coped with a nemdd overlapping difficulties.

Take Ernest Lambert, a returned soldier who woded salesman at Eaton’s
department store for $63 a week, a relatively geaddry in the 1950s. With two young
daughters, he and his wife were living in a twomoapartment with no bathroom and a
shared kitchen when they received a notice to edcain the landlord in 195%.
Zachary Thompson, a clerk with the City of Toromt@s served with a notice to vacate
order in 1952 from his two-room apartment with glbkitchen and bathroom along
with his wife and four childref® Simon [page 467] Petersen, a laid-off letter eayri



was on unemployment insurance, living with his véifed daughter in a one-room flat
with no kitchen and a shared bath, when they filatithe application for RP. They
were paying over 40 percent of their income in.Fé@ne single working mother with
three children wrote RPN officials in 1968 sayihg tising cost of living and rents in
particular (she paid just under 50 percent of heome in rent) were forcing her on to
welfare since her single salary just could not theeyrent as well as clothes and dental
bills for her children: “Am willing to work. | ceatinly do not drink my money, but the
situation is getting wors€® Taida Hambleton, her sister and parents arriveah fvar-
torn Europe in 1950. They applied to RP becaused the only independent and
separate apartment [where] my parents found...theldaford the rent® Larry
Quinto’s parents and his two sisters also foundiptiousing a viable option. Larry’s
father was a lineman at the huge Massey Fergusot @hd his mother worked as a
cook in a local diner. He recalls, “We moved beeanisthe affordable housing, and the
project was new, and close to schodfs.”

It was not unknown for people to apply for publ@uling after losing their
houses or businesses to the finance companieshapgened to Ralph Porter, an
unemployed 56-year old father of two. Unable to enhls mortgage payments, he
applied for and was accepted to RPM$ome families came to RPN unable to pay debts
incurred for furniture and cars purchased durintiebe@conomic time%! Dave Norris,
his wife and four kids had a similar experiences &leaning business in Toronto went
bankrupt, leaving the family in desperate straitsl 964, they lucked out and received a
spot in RP with little wait. He remembered, “I dbréally think that we had too but my
wife insisted. She said we couldn’t afford to lameywhere else®

Families frequently complained that landlords &esti families with children
and refused to rent dwellings to th&One early RPN tenant recalled landlords in the
1940s-50s, saying, “...we can’t take you,” when pextjve tenants told them they had
children?” Larry Furlan, a self-employed bailiff with thre&lk, shared a four-room
duplex with another family when the landlord askéd to leave because “children not
wanted.”® Steve Rohan, a shipper and receiver, applied tbéRBuse his wife was
pregnant with their third child; they feared thatlandlord would rent to them. Nancy
Boudreau, a twenty-one year old mother of two whuossband worked as a clerk,
stated in her 1961 application to RP that the reabe was applying was that
“landlords will not take children® One family, citing landlord obstinacy with childre
wrote the Mayor for help, signing their letter, “VkEmain a despaired Family of
Seven.!®|n 1965, Marian Hartley, a single mother with shildren, wrote a heartfelt
letter to RPN manager, Robert Bradley, affirminighdve been looking for a place but
it is so hard with 6 children, soon as you telllaogy you have 6 children you might as
well stay on the sidewalk than to go ask for a @&

Unsanitary, rundown living quarters were also aesfatead concern. Theresa
and Richard Lampston wrote the THA pleading withnthto provide healthy
accommodations for their two children. The insp@ttieport in their apartment noted
an open sewer trap on the kitchen floor, few wingl@nd an unfavorable location next
to a boiler roomt®? Marie Corbeil, who lived with her husband and fobiidren in a
badly maintained [page 468] East Toronto housetesttte housing authorities
articulately describing her family’s gloomy housistgte:

The house is very hard to heat and we are colti@iime. There are no heat vents in either
kitchens and we have both to turn on gas stovasabthe kitchen making both our heat (which
is at 80-85 degrees all the time) and our gagdmllhigh and then we are still not warm. The
children have running noses since we moved in ap@+month old girl caught a bad cough and



kept bringing up her milk. The bills are piling apd we are having a hard time to keep up...We
have been looking for another place but no onetesésted in our four childrel®

In some cases, families were physically separateda miserable housing
circumstances and desired public housing to assisiification. Jim Johnson, an
operator at the Dominion Electric plant was livingpne-room in a larger house while
his wife and three children lived elsewh&t&Emma Talbot, a teenage girl, lived away
from home while her parents and two brothers Iw&t three other families in a 9-
room housé® In 1955, Belinda Koslosky, daughter of a clerbaissey Ferguson,
lived with her grandparents while her parents shareapartment in “very crowded
conditions.*®® In 1960, James McPhee, a local factory operatartesthe THA saying
that his parents were arriving from the Maritimes #hat, “They are both in poor
health. | would like very much to have a placetf@am to live as | will be looking after
them.”™ Lisa Saunders left Jamaica at sixteen-years ol®&9 to join her family.
When she arrived in Toronto, there was no familiyhad just blown up,” she
remembered® Her only option was government housing.

Families in the very worst shelter situations raskasing their children to the
Children’s Aid Society (CAS), the state agency oesible for “neglected” children.
One woman beseeched the THA for a vacancy, citi@é\& threat to take her children
into care unless she provided a letter statinghsldea place in public housifig
Certain families willingly gave up their childrea toster parents while they sorted out
decent accommodation. This extreme predicamergssribed in the following
exchange between an agency official and the fathtire family:

When your children were put into the foster homas\it you who arranged it?

-Oh yes, | had to arrange it myself...

Why did your children have to leave your place?

-Well, we didn’t have the housing accommodatiothattime, to get someone to come in and
look after them at home. The only solution at theetwas to have them placed in foster homes —
until such time as we could take care of them dvuese

The place where you were living in at that time msquipped to deal with this kind of
problem?

-Well, the place we were living in at the time wagguipped for anything. Definitely we
couldn’t get anyone to come in and help out...It wasit you might call a lean-to — in fact it has
been described as a garage. It consisted of ome raaghly 20 feet long by 10 feet wide, and

that's about all except there was a small watesatln an additional lean-13°

In the years before state provided health insurameelical problems could
severely compound general housing difficulties. t&faDavies worked for 25 [page
469] years in the British coalmines. He took sittk@he immigrated to Toronto and
was forced to rely on $21 a week from Unemployniestirance, “[I] never knew a
day’s sickness till this last two years...I'd likegay that honestly, two years | had lots
of trouble, lots of sickness, my expenses have begnheavy and my banking account
happens to be nil.” As the hospital bills and liyexpenses mounted, the family began
a desperate search for accommodattomavid Blackmore’s family migrated from the
East coast province of Newfoundland with similapediments to decent shelter. With
five children and a father suffering from persisteredical problems, they moved to
Toronto in search of “greater economic opportusitia the late 1950s. After a lengthy
period on the waiting list, they eventually landednit at RP*2 The family of Al Ford,

a maintenance worker, lived in a 5-room house erotitskirts of RP when the landlord
gave them a notice to vacate. His wife and daudiutr suffered from medical
conditions. Their four-year-old daughter had chedonsillitis and Osgood Shlatter’s



disease, prompting their doctor to write a letemommending them for admission to
RP!*3 Hazel Meere, one of the first residents to move RP, described fdvlaclean’s
magazine how housing conditions could be worseyalness. During the 1930s, her
family had relied on relief for long stretches ané period of 22 years had moved
eight separate times. When her husband, Albertracted tuberculosis in the late
1940s, the family of eight struggled in vain todfia healthy dwelling for three years
before they found a place in RP.

If public housing were a viable choice for the wiagkpoor needing housing, it
would also become a central option for those livamgthe minimal incomes of social
assistance payments. Scrambling to find stableihgusin be a singularly
disconcerting experience for those on social assist payments, principally for single-
parent families. As Margaret Little aptly puts“iyithout stable housing, your life is
thrown into constant upheaval, and life is reduiced desperate scramble to find
shelter: temporary, permanent, good or bad. Haalffers and damages your ability to
make any long-term plans® Josephine Thomas, a widow with one son and one
daughter, had to pester the THA every month, asking spot in RP. She described the
overcrowded and unsanitary conditions of the ldrgese her family was occupying
along with 17 other people and articulated the eegtp plight of many families on
welfare: “I need a place for my kids...I sincerelyplboyou will do something for me as
| am alone with no relatives anywhere to help nfeJe to depend on welfare now as
my husband left no insurances of any kind at alhope you will help me in the near
future.”® When Sandy Elster separated, her husband refasgdvide support. Her
and her four children, surviving on welfare and Mats Allowance, had few choices
but to apply for public housind When she wrote the authorities for a public hogisin
unit, abandoned spouse, Janice Bukowski, and vechildren, were living in an
unwinterized cottag&'® Neil Ruttle’s family found themselves in a simijathorny
situation. With five brothers and two sisters, @members the chaotic situation of his
father's employment and, after his parents’ segarand their move into RP, the
difficulties of making do on the limited resouragfavelfare*

Wife abuse also forced families of women and chitdio apply for public
housing. Cathy Lismer wrote Robert Bradley, RPN aggen, in 1966 declaring [page
470] that she had no choice but to apply for amtapent in RP for herself and her two
children, “I will have to separate from my husbdmetause of his physical cruelty and
mental cruelty, which is praying [sic] on my healthdo not want this for a long period
but for a year or two as | am desperate in ord&etp working and be of less or no
bother to Welfare. All | wish is to stand on my ofeet.”?° A growing awareness of
violence against women and expansion of suppovicesy, including special housing
units, in the 1970s-90s nonetheless left much tdas&red in terms of availability and
accessibility. Joyce and her four kids, living itirey, cockroach-infested flat in the late
1990s dreamed of a subsidized unit, especiallyesineas one means of fleeing her
abusive partner. The situation was so critical flegtce said, “| would be willing to go
back with him for a few months and get beat upvatimes if it meant | would qualify
for the special needs list [to facilitate a pulbl@using spot]. If | could keep the abuse to
my bedroom, so my kids couldn't see it, I'd do'ft"

In the 1960s and 70s, the shift in the profile ofdnto’s immigrants from
largely white Europeans to visible minority popidas from Asia, Africa and the
Caribbean would also create demand for low-incomesimg*?* Securing housing in a
tight rental market while adjusting to a new socituld be a daunting endeavor even
for those with stable employment. This was the ¢assome of the first non-European
immigrant families to move into public housing fretlate 1960s and 70s. Henry



Francis, born in Antigua, was raised in a poor farifter technical training in
England, he immigrated to Toronto, landing a joiCagef Engineer at Women'’s
College Hospital. With four kids, Henry and his efbund public housing to be a
viable, low-rent choicé? John Kumar's family, two parents and three chitgre
immigrated from Tanzania and were forced to tabkie overlapping problems: in
addition to having their life savings stolen whiayt arrived in the country, they had to
“build their life over again...in a totally hostileveéironment.*#

Racial discrimination would become a key factohausing need in the 1980s-
90s but it existed before this period and oftearsgcted with gender oppression. Fallis
and Murray argue convincingly that in a low vacantgrket, landlords can
discriminate against those considered to be uteli@nants: “families with children,
especially single-parent families, those with p®jopical disabilities, or those without
long job histories...Landlords can more readily eiggr¢heir racial, religious, or other
prejudices.*?® During the slum clearance and relocation plang#es in the mid-
1950s, one family of “New Canadians” told intervexw that discrimination in the
housing market influenced their place of a choictve }?° John Talbot wrote the THA
in 1966 detailing the racial discrimination his imraced in the housing market. He
would frequently answer advertisements for rengalancies but no landlord would
offer his family a spot. He concluded it was beesofs‘their colour.**” As Sylvia
Novac and Frances Henry have documented, botht"ced “ mediated” cases of
outright racial discrimination directed towards imgnant women and men in Toronto
continued through the 1996€

Discriminatory professional practices also shamgdesimmigrants’ housing
choices. V.G. Pande arrived in Canada with a Parid.experience as a teacher,
guidance counselor and administrator. He was ewaéintable to redevelop his
professional career, but lack of job opportunitedirst arrival to Canada in [page 471]
the early 1970s rendered public housing a praatipébn’?° Dr. Thompson E. Egbo-
Egbo was a trained physician in Nigeria. After irgrating, his housing options were
circumscribed by the near impossibility of everghicing medicine again. He wrote
more generally of this common immigrant experieribgny residents [RP] are
immigrants who bring considerable skills with thdmtheir country, they were
tradespeople and professionals such as teachsygriaor physicians. It can be very
difficult to re-enter ones field here. Due to ‘nar@dian experience,” many immigrants
are faced with going back to school and taking azpe exams*°

Conclusion

Housing hardship among working families in post-Wwaronto was shaped by a
variety of broad social and economic developmeuts sis changes in employment
structure, the development of the welfare statglsiparent family formation and
immigration as well as more specific factors ondeenand and supply sides of
housing. Throughout the 1940s-1990s, the singlé myg®rtant feature on the demand
side has been low financial resources among th&imgpoor and social assistance
recipients. Low incomes were complicated by seconfiators such as family size,
household size, the particular requirements of ignamits, medical problems, and social
dilemmas within the family. On the supply side, 8210s and early 1950s witnessed
absolute dwelling shortages, high rents, low vaenor rental units, poor quality
dwelling, oppressive landlord practices and a gigve slum clearance and rebuilding
program. Physical housing quality issues and abesghelter scarcity became less
important by the late 1950s although the late 132®salmost zero growth in rental



unit construction. By the last years of the centhigh house prices and rents, low
vacancy rates, and a dwindling public sector hatdmed the latest emergency
situation.

Although the specific national and local sociahfiations®’, especially the
differing interventionist strategies of the stdtes respective strength of the organized
workers’ movement and the vagaries of specific enuas, have determined
differences in the extent and timing of the housirigis and, more generally, social
marginalization among low-income families, devel@oms in Toronto mirrored many
other Canadian and American cities in the 1945-1889td. In Canada and the US,
sustained economic growth, government incentivelst@sire to be an owner-occupier
in the two decades after the war allowed many vmgylkamilies to purchase or build
their own homes although there was always a sizmbierit%/ of poor families who
struggled to find affordable accommodation in urbeeas>* From the 1970s to the
1990s, housing affordability problems in urban aneaboth countries worsened
considerably among low-income families, especitityse led by single women and
some new immigrant$® In terms of housing need, the Toronto experieffies 4945
confirms Richard Harris’ argument for the firstfhail the century that many aspects of
urban development in the city can be analyzed raccarately in @ontinentalNorth
American context®® Indeed, after the long economic boom ended il &¥s, lack of
affordable housing has been one of the chief feataf the new urban poverty in all
advanced capitalist countri€S.[page 472]

The development of state-assisted options for faailies needing housing has
also exhibited remarkable parallels between Caaadahe US. Federal governments
north and south of the border concentrated th&rtsfon promoting home ownership,
leading to a perverse situation in which poor rengégfectively subsidized more affluent
home owner$?® This bias towards owner occupation also ensurettiie numbers of
state-assisted units were always woefully inswgficicompared to the demonstrated
need. Moreover, public housing, touted by its eprponents as an ideal solution to
the depression and war-time housing crisiofking families, has become home to an
increasingly marginalized population in both coiggr In the US, structural racism, the
siting of projects in racially segregated, high @y areas, and generally poor labor
market prospects in the inner city, have createialde “neighborhoods of exile”
where only the very poor, jobless and social emst® recipients live®’ Certainly
socio-economic marginalization in Canadian pubtiaging and its attendant
consequences are not as extreme nor are they sbapedtrally by racism as in the US
case. In fact, “ghetto” is an inappropriate destrgpand analytical concept for poor,
inner-city areas in Canad¥ Nevertheless, public housing populations in bathntries
suffer extreme material deprivation and face theabizing effects of territorial
stigmatization of their homes and neighborhood daily basis.

The stories of families interested in public hogsiaveal a rich array of people
and situations of housing hardship. In the earlyopke the vast majority of these
families were fully-employed workers, confrontingri®us housing availability and
affordability issues. Yet, even in the later decadi@amilies with employment found
public housing a suitable shelter alternative eigigdf they also endured other social
and economic hurdles such as health problems aial discrimination. Those families
relying on the state for their incomes, of coufaeed more urgent housing need since
state benefits were always nominal. More than angthihe stories of housing need
demonstrate that in the midst of plenty, it wasaglsva struggle for low-income families
to find a decent place to live. As Thelma Pilkeynestly recalled: “...it was tough on
everybody.*%
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