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Chapter 2

Defying the Slum Label: “Branded Spaces” and the Agncy of Toronto’s Inner-City
Poor, 1900-1960

We lived our lives the same as the rest of thelpdoproronto did, we just did it with less.

Lloyd Cully, Cabbagetown Resident in the 1940s

The fact that stigmatizing discourses of slums agited in the middle-class reform
movement of the mid-twentieth century did not sigtinat the objects of study
themselves accepted or adhered to the pejorataracterizations of their homes and
lives. Indeed, residents of Toronto’s “slums” waad only victims of reproachful
reformers and the larger urban restructuring prognas of the state. They responded,
sometimes passively and at other times more sthidea the derogatory portrayals of
their homes and lives, demonstrating that thewila@nt community ties and valued
neighbourhoods worthy of maintaining. This chagitst looks at the responses of
Toronto’s inner-city poor to the affordable housorgsis and the damning representations
of “slum” homes before and during the campaignRerin the 1940s. It then discusses
political resistance to the project by those whailddose their homes in the name of
urban renewal and early tenant activism in thegatojFinally, | consider some of the
reasons why people moved in to public housing hei tnitial impressions of life in the
project. | thus focus on two areas of agency anmtbagpoor: outright resistance to slum
depictions and urban renewal as well as respongée tight housing market that forced

low-income families to seek the public housing opti
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Economic Strategies, Internal Representations of BRte and Political Resistance to
Urban Renewal

For the first decades of the twentieth centuryrehe little concrete evidence of the
values and interests of workers and poor peoplardatg strategies for securing decent
housing and making meaningful habitations, but sorfegences and tentative arguments
may be made on the basis of existing evidence. i@esmaterial hardship and landlords
who refused to reform dilapidated properties, immaug groups such as Macedonians,
Italians and Jews lived together in overcrowdedmiog houses or lodged in family
homes as a practical and necessary economic a@astmpitifully low incomes and

lack of affordable dwellingéNeither were they dupes of greedy landlords. asllPetroff
discovered Bulgarian-English translations usediyigrants which included references
on making enquiries about prospective landlordstawl to request an extension on rent
payment Self-built houses on the urban fringe, while pedify some observers as
making a “contribution to citizenship and civic amational consciousnes$yvere also
targets of moralizing reformers. Yet, as Richardridehas meticulously detailed,
building your own house, regardless of the depiovat was as much a conscious
economic and cultural choice as a necessity foupeth workers by a tight inner-city
housing market and the shifting employment geograpturthermore, attempts by public
health officials and architects in Toronto to “Cdiaeize” housekeeping and internal
spatial arrangements in gendered ways, also sutiggsivorking-class women and
families more generally were retaining their owaditional, class- and culturally-specific
notions of domestic livin§.Finally, poor housing quality, affordability anahidlord

negligence were central grievances expressed hydhang class in the tumultuous



120

revolt of the immediate post-WWI period, indicatitigit workers had their own
conceptions of the palpable shelter difficultieshedf era, and as evidenced by their
presentations in support of rent controls and stptsored housing, their own

solutions’

A rich repository of memoirs and recollectionsitd in Cabbagetown in the first half of
the century also paint a strikingly different parttthan that offered up by housing reform
ideology. J.M.S. Careless writes that in Victoriaronto, “Cabbagetown was a place of
small-town family and neighbourly focuses, of muitaid and accepted, bonding
obligations. It was equally a place of arduous woften in adjacent industries; of
stringency, layoffs, and all-too-frequent hardslup¢contending constantly with dirt, cold
and disease$ 'He argues that by the Depression, the neighbodrkoffered from both
terminal physical and moral decay. Some residesggédd to differ. While former
Cabbagetowners from this period acknowledge econdeyprivation, ramshackle
housing, social problems and divisions, they, esophasize a vibrant community life and
ties of solidarity that linked residents to eacheof a narrative at odds with the trope of
disorganization so beloved of slumology. For sosueh as Lloyd Cully, who lived in the
area during the 1940s and 1950s, the stories widbarea residents have been erased
from the historical record by the substantial génation of the area since the 1970s: “I
punch Cabbagetown into a search engine and alli$ gebunch of pages on trendy
restaurants and high priced stores, real estatésag&lo old friends, no familiar places,
nothing that reminded me of that once great ltdemunity where | used to live’”

Many testimonies attest to the fact that peoplepi@it of a close community,
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distinguishing themselves from more affluent a@ahe city by their shared socio-
economic circumstances, how they thought of thewesednd how they experienced the

familiar places of the neighbourhood.

Residents remember a close and familiar use oéf@iand shared communal space. In
summer, adults used their front steps, verandaslaaed street spaces to gather and
converse with family, friends and neighbours. Gtafdnot only monopolized the streets
and explored the numerous alleyways of the aredl@dar the many boarded-up houses
waiting to be demolished for RPN and RPS) but virguent visitors to Riverdale Park
and the Don River area, noted green spaces witaiking distance of the neighbourhood
where children played, swam and rafted. They patithto Herbert Bruce’s
pontifications on residents’ supposed lack of apjpteon of green space. Small
commercial establishments — groceries, clothingestgublic baths, movie theatres,
sporting venues and taverns — were sites of riclakimteraction'° Sophie Stransman’s
vivid collection of nostalgiaMama and Her Mitzvahsecounts how her parent’s small
Cabbagetown grocery store functioned as a gathptaug for area residents during the
1930s and speaks to the vitality of working-clafesdnd reciprocity of social relations

among area residents.

Paul Ringer, a housing relocation officer in th&Q$ was struck by how cooperative
Cabbagetown residents were with each other. If boghewere in trouble, he remarked,
they would help each other out with food and monrelye to assist neighbours. He

described this as a ‘code’ that urban renewal mdortunately broker? This extended to
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an informal commitment to avoid outside interventiny the police in legal disputes.
Some residents frowned upon illegal “boozecans”a@hdr criminal activity, but “One of
the unwritten rules of Cabbagetown was to nevest eall the police to settle any
dispute. To do so would relegate the offender édékel of snitch or rat.” Those who
transgressed this form of community sanction walgext to social approbation. There
were self-imposed limits to these “rules.” Accogliim Cully, domestic abuse was
popularly subject to police interventidhThe Boyd Gang, an infamous group of bank
robbers which included some Cabbagetown residesti® revered locally as heroes for
their daring non-violent robberies and prison essdmt became outlaws in the

neighbourhood when they murdered two policemenairofito in cold blood?

Cully voices the common sentiment that there wasabbish Us against Them attitude”
prevalent in Toronto and that Cabbagetowners vwarkeeld down upon as social and
moral misfits. One of his mother’s favourite stsrigas overhearing a woman say to a
friend on the streetcar that was passing througlatba, “You know, none of the people
living here can read or writ¢”Memoirs and journalistic reports from the peritess,
however, that residents resented “the slumminggsadf town planners, architects,
clergymen, and public-spirited people who roameiir tireets and peered into their
windows, closets, and lives:* Hugh Garner commented in tBanadian Forunin 1936
that Cabbagetowners believed that “this slum clesgacheme [the Bruce Report] is one
to make the sight of the poor districts easiertendyes of the beholder” and were
resolutely sceptical that decent, affordable haysinuld be the end resdft Suspicious

of interventions by the state and reformers dutitegcampaign for RPN ten years later,
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some voted with their feet by abandoning the aedarb slum clearance as a result of
disagreement with the idea of public housing, t@azonfusion about what was in store
for them. A 1948 survey by the Housing AuthorityTafronto (HAT) of 96 families
whose homes lay in the redevelopment area discovrst ordinary folk, trying to get
along,” and noted a strong attachment to the neigtitood and the “clean and tidy”
homes they maintained. Residents also reveal@dsitepticism of outside intervention:
“Most of them regard the project a boon but feat ihis ‘too good to be true.” They
expect it will get shelved; or the rents will b@taigh.™® A 1949Canadian Forunarticle
by Albert Rose and Alison Hopwood admitted that lGzajetown residents were
deservedly upset: “Their homes have been descabatlms, their children potential, if

not actual delinquents, and the whole area a ceftréme, disease and blight”

Even before slum clearance began, the much-malitghech-dwellers” of the area
resisted the stereotyping efforts and urban renawtatives of the local state and the
reform movement in an organized and active maniter.Regent Park Ratepayers’
Association (RPRA), formed by working-class homeners in the slum clearance area,
resented the “slum” label, were dissatisfied wite tompensation for their houses
offered by the cit§, and demanded a democratic say in the redeveldgmeeess. They
claimed that 80 percent of area residents “wer@sgg to the scheme if there was any
way they could avoid it?* As Kevin Brushett shows, the RPRA “hounded Cityl Ha
throughout the planning, clearance and reconstmistiages®” There was neither public
consultation on the process nor community reprasienton the housing authority. Both

state officials and the reform movement pigeonhalédpposition as greedy property
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owners trying to thwart urban modernization. HATregary Henry Matson even wrote
the Detroit Housing Commission asking for advicenomw to “counteract misinformation
and adverse publicity” by which he meant the opjmsiof local homeowners. The
RPRA was supported by sections of the labour monenbeit the bulk of the communist
and social democratic influenced left were suppertif the wider reconstruction efforts
and, in practice if not in rhetoric, was unfavoueaio rank-and-file resistance to

authoritarian modernization plafis.

In addition to the continuing issues of house micental rates in the new project and
citizen participation, defiance of the “slum” dasagion stood out. At a small RPRA
protest at City Hall barely two weeks after thejgcbwas inaugurated in 1949, one
woman said she resented, “Mrs. Bessie Luffman be#id to go around to teas and tell
everyone what slum conditions there are in the anelwhat poor housekeepers we are.”

A chorus of women roared their appro¥aln his many dealings with area residents in

this period, Paul Ringer recalls that they resebidg called “slum-dwellers?®

The RPRA was unable to turn the tide of slum cleegayet it continued to organize even
after the first tenants moved into the new projecil951, the renamed Regent Park
Ratepayers’ and Tenants’ Association (RPRTA), wincfuded some of RP’s first
tenants, spearheaded a campaign against the HAdCsman policy of disallowing
television in the project. The arrival of televisito Toronto in the early 1950s sparked
one of the first public conflicts between tenantd amnagement and unmistakably

highlighted the moral and financial preoccupatiohthe state towards tenants. The RPN
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Rules and Regulatiorstated that the installation of exterior antenmas forbidden.
Tenant requests to erect antennas and a commerefaisal to erect a Master Antenna
on each building were repeatedly denied by theaaiiyh A scant two years after the
project’s opening, the very first family head toveanto RP, the much photographed
poster boy for the project’s success, Alf Bluethsvactive in the RPRTA. In open
defiance of the authorities, Bluett erected anahen his house in 1951 to challenge the
policy. He desisted after a stern threat of evicbat by 1954 an estimated 60 percent of
the units had aerials erected in clear defiancegiilations. Albert Rose commented that,
“...as many as fifteen or twenty antennae were edeatier nightfall on many occasions
and were noted the following da§/’Paul Ringer remembered amusingly that when he
arrived for work in the morning, he would frequgntbtice new antennas protruding
from apartment windows. It got to be a running jakeong project staff By 1954, the
HAT was effectively forced to provide a centralemia system that received both
Canadian and U.S. networks for a connection fegbd¥0 and a monthly charge of

$2.50%°

Publicly, HAT officials stated that they were congad with the “unsightly mess of odd
looking T.V. aerials projecting from balconies amichdows, which not only gave
unsatisfactory reception but also spoiled the agmeas of our vast apartment projett.”
Behind the scenes, however, there was pressur@bdihninager, Frank Dearlove, from
members of the municipal government, the real estalustry and the middle-class
members of the HAT itself. They alleged that theegal public would look unfavourably

on tenants with television sets since in a publialyded venture they should not have
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been able to afford such luxuri&sThe Chairman of HAT, William Dies, even
recommended in late 1953 that those tenants natgé#ye full economic rental, i.e.

relief recipients, be prohibited from hooking irib@ new Master systefA A staunch
opponent of public housing, the Toronto Metropaolitdome Builders Association,
argued, “Undoubtedly the majority of families acaoodated in this publicly subsidized
housing project are legitimate welfare cases. Hawngvis obvious from the recent
controversy over television sets that a percentdgenants receive incomes considerably

higher than the majority of taxpayers who are mgjfb pay their rent*®

Tenants, of course, thought quite differently. Agtalone or in conjunction with the
political group, the RPRTA, they defied the Autlipand installed aerials on their own.
The RPRTA vigorously opposed HAT’s moralizing, $&git as an attempt to create
“second-class” citizens in the project with resaetrights. Rose Salson, secretary of the

group, argued succinctly that:

The right of a citizen in a democracy to a freeichdn what he buys is fundamental. The tenants
in the project are paying their way. The argumkat those who want television or some other
‘luxury’ should move out is unsound. For one thitigge housing crisis is chronic and for that
reason the right of the established residentseoftka to remain in the project constitutes a
permanent situation for all practical purposes.o8dty, the constant implication by spokesmen for
the Authority that the project is or should be ibited solely by ‘second class’ citizens or charity
cases is unwholesome. To attempt to stamp ‘chdrégvily upon all the residents of an area is to
create a sort of ‘ghetto’ in which it would be dlfflt for a person to have any self-respéct.

Shirley Harris, another activist, wrote in respotes®ies’ attempt to limit television
access, “We maintain that it is no business ofthiority what private possessions any
tenant of the project had>Thanks to the efforts of tenants in RPN, the sisl of RPS
would enjoy a centralized system from the outsé¢hefproject in 1957 for $2.00 a

month.
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The question of the service charge paid for thet&taerial system was also
controversial. According to Albert Rose, $2.50 prmth was “as high as any regular
charge for such service in Canada, yet there wetege few objections’® Rose was
mistaken about the latter claim. The RPRTA oppdbedb2.50 charge especially, “at a
time when the income of many tenants has been Ishamailed by being on short time

at work.”’

Some attempted to connect to the service illegalvoid the monthly
charges® The original deal between HAT and the service jofery MUL-TV Sales
Corporation, called for the company to turn over déntire installation to the Authority
after ten years free of charge. By the 1960s, hewdgnants in RP and other HAT
projects raised concerns that they were payinghanonis charge for a service that most
families received with a cheap aerlaln response, Dearlove negotiated a reduction of
the connection fee to $1 in 1960 and the monthéyghto $2 in 1961 for the 80 per cent
of households that subscribed, but he also ageeerténd MUL-TV’s contract until
1968%° Even though the Authority had not paid one centte television service, they

traded away the tenants’ rights by extending adnsdme contract for another four

years.

Stories of Housing Need: Why Tenants Sought Publidousing

We know that Toronto experienced a crisis of loaeime housing availability and

affordability in the post-war period, but we knaittlé of the individual stories and

experiences of the actual families who lived thiotigs bleak experience. Fortunately,
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the archival repositories contain numerous pulbigsing resident case files, letters by
prospective tenants and written comments on babetigroups by housing authority
officials from the 1940s and 1950s. Along with desdtimony, these valuable sources
allow us to recover some aspects of the lives @hitherto marginalized low-income

families that searched for decent dwelling sp&tes.

Despite a general boom in the economy in the 1844 and 1950s, there was still a
sizable number of workers who searched in vairaffordable housing opportunities.
Take Ernest Lambert, a returned soldier who wodeed salesman at Eaton’s department
store for $63 a week, a relatively good salanhattime. With two young daughters, he
and his wife were living in a two-room apartmenthwmo bathroom and a shared kitchen
when they received a notice to vacate from theltaddn 1953* Zachary Thompson, a
clerk with the City of Toronto, along with his wigad four children, was served with a
notice to vacate order in 1952 from his two-rooraraipent with shared kitchen and
bathroom®*® Simon Petersen, a laid-off letter carrier, wasinemployment insurance,
living with his wife and daughter in a one-roont fl@th no kitchen and a shared bath,
when they filled out the application for RPN. Thegre paying over 40 percent of their
income in rent? Taida Hambleton, her sister and parents arrivenh fivar-torn Eastern
Europe in 1950. They applied to RP because “itthanly independent and separate
apartment [where] my parents found...they could dfftwe rent.* Larry Quinto’s

parents and his two sisters also found public mmuaiviable option. Larry’s father was a

lineman at the huge Massey Ferguson plant and dilsenworked as a cook in a local
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diner. He recalls, “We moved because of the affoielaousing, and the project [RPS]

was new, and close to schoof&.”

Families frequently complained that landlords &esti families with children and refused
to rent dwellings to therf.One early RPN tenant recalled landlords in thed$%BDs,
saying, “...we can't take you,” when prospective tesaold them they had childréh.
Larry Furlan, a self-employed bailiff with threedkj shared a four-room duplex with
another family when the landlord asked him to lela@eause “children not wante®”
Steve Rohan, a shipper and receiver, applied tbdRBuse his wife was pregnant with
their third child; they feared that no landlord wabrent to them. Nancy Boudreau, a
twenty-one year old mother of two whose husbandkeab@as a clerk, stated in her 1961
application to RP that the reason she was appiyamythat “landlords will not take
children.®® One family, citing landlord obstinacy with childrewrote the Mayor for

help, signing their letter, “We remain a despaffeily of Seven™

Unsanitary, rundown living quarters were also aesfatead concern. Theresa and
Richard Lampston wrote the THA pleading with thenptovide healthy
accommodations for their two children. The inspectieport in their apartment noted an
open sewer trap on the kitchen floor, few windowd an unfavorable location next to a
boiler room>? Marie Corbeil, who lived with her husband and fohildren in a badly
maintained East Toronto house, wrote the housitiypaities articulately describing her

family’s gloomy housing state:
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The house is very hard to heat and we are colth@llime. There are no heat vents in either
kitchens and we have both to turn on gas stovhsdbthe kitchen making both our heat (which is
at 80-85 degrees all the time) and our gas billhigh and then we are still not warm. The children
have running noses since we moved in and my 3-naldthirl caught a bad cough and kept
bringing up her milk. The bills are piling up an@ are having a hard time to keep up...We have

been looking for another place but no one is irstexstin our four childreR®
In some cases, families were physically separateda miserable housing circumstances
and desired public housing to assist reunificatiom Johnson, an operator at the
Dominion Electric plant was living in one-room iaager house while his wife and three
children lived elsewher®. Emma Talbot, a teenage girl, lived away from havhéde her
parents and two brothers lived with three otheriliamin a 9-room hous®.In 1955,
Belinda Koslosky, daughter of a clerk at Masseytson, lived with her grandparents
while her parents shared an apartment in “very demiwconditions In 1960, James
McPhee, a local factory operator, wrote the THAsgyhat his parents were arriving
from the Maritimes and that, “They are both in pbealth. | would like very much to

have a place for them to live as | will be lookifter them.®’

Families in the very worst shelter situations rskasing their children to the Children’s
Aid Society (CAS), the state agency responsibléreglected” children. One woman
beseeched the THA for a vacancy, citing a CAS thetake her children into care
unless she provided a letter stating she had & jrgoublic housing® Certain families
willingly gave up their children to foster paremikile they sorted out decent
accommodation. This extreme predicament is destiibéhe following exchange

between an agency official and the father of timeilia
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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 the tinas ¥o have them placed in foster homes — until
such time as we could take care of them ourselves.

The place where you were living in at that time miiasquipped to deal with this kind of problem?
-Well, the place we were living in at the time wasguipped for anything. Definitely we couldn’t
get anyone to come in and help out...It was whatmaht call a lean-to — in fact it has been
described as a garage. It consisted of one rooghtp20 feet long by 10 feet wide, and that’s

about all except there was a small water closehiadditional lean-t X
In an era before the state provided health inse;amedical problems could severely
compound general housing difficulties. Walter Daweorked for 25 years in the British
coalmines. He took sick after he immigrated to Twocand was forced to rely on $21 a
week from Unemployment Insurance, “[l] never knedag's sickness till this last two
years...lI'd like to say that honestly, two years dl hats of trouble, lots of sickness, my
expenses have been very heavy and my banking adecappens to be nil.” As the
hospital bills and living expenses mounted, theiliabegan a desperate search for
accommodatiofi’ David Blackmore’s family migrated from the Easasbprovince of
Newfoundland with similar impediments to decentligneWith five children and a father
suffering from persistent medical problems, theywatbto Toronto in search of “greater
economic opportunities” in the late 1950s. Aftéemgthy period on the waiting list, they
eventually landed a unit at RPThe family of Al Ford, a maintenance worker, livieca
5-room house on the outskirts of RP when the laddjave them a notice to vacate. His
wife and daughter both suffered from medical coadg. Their four-year-old daughter

had chronic tonsillitis and Osgood Shlatter’s dssegrompting their doctor to write a
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letter recommending them for admission to®®Plazel Meere, one of the first residents
to move into RPN, described fbtaclean’smagazine how housing conditions could be
worsened by illness. During the 1930s, her famidlgl helied on relief for long stretches
and in a period of 22 years had moved eight sepéraes. When her husband, Albert,
contracted tuberculosis in the late 1940s, thelfaofieight struggled in vain to find a

healthy dwelling for three years before they foanulace in RPN?

If public housing was an attractive choice for wWarking poor needing housing, it would
also become a central option for those living anrtlinimal incomes of social assistance
payments. Scrambling to find stable housing caa biegularly disconcerting experience
for those on social assistance payments, pringipailsingle-parent families. As
Margaret Little aptly puts it, “Without stable hauog, your life is thrown into constant
upheaval, and life is reduced to a desperate sd¢eamliind shelter: temporary,
permanent, good or bad. Health suffers and damagesability to make any long-term
plans.®®* Josephine Thomas, a widow with one son and onghtlery had to pester the
HAT every month, asking for a spot in RPN. She dbed the overcrowded and
unsanitary conditions of the large house her famég occupying along with 17 other
people and articulated the desperate plight of niamyies on welfare: “I need a place
for my kids...I sincerely hope you will do somethifog me as | am alone with no
relatives anywhere to help me. | have to dependealfare now as my husband left no
insurances of any kind at all...| hope you will hetg in the near futuré® When Sandy
Elster separated, her husband refused to proviglgosu She and her four children,

surviving on welfare and Mother’s Allowance, had/fehoices but to apply for public
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housing®® When she wrote the authorities for a public hayisinit, abandoned spouse,
Janice Bukowski, and her five children, were livingan unwinterized cottadé Neil
Ruttle’s family found themselves in a similarly thg situation. With five brothers and
two sisters, he remembers the chaotic situatidnisofather’'s employment and, after his
parents’ separation and their move into RP, thigcdifies of making do on the limited

resources of social assistarite.

Racial discrimination would become a key factohausing need in the 1980s-90s (see
Chapter 4), but it existed before this period aftermintersected with gender oppression.
Fallis and Murray argue convincingly that in a leacancy market, landlords can
discriminate against those considered to be uieli@nants: “families with children,
especially single-parent families, those with pgjobical disabilities, or those without
long job histories...Landlords can more readily eigart¢heir racial, religious, or other
prejudices.® During the slum clearance and relocation plan&#®s in the mid-1950s,
one family of “New Canadians” told interviewers tligscrimination in the housing
market influenced their place of a choice to [{tdohn Talbot wrote the HAT in 1966
detailing the racial discrimination his family faten the housing market. He would
frequently answer advertisements for rental vaeaout no landlord would offer his
family a spot. He concluded it was because of ftbelour.”* As Sylvia Novac and
Frances Henry have documented, both “overt” aneédiated” cases of outright racial
discrimination directed towards immigrant women ameh in Toronto continued through

the 1990<?2
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The stories of families interested in public hogsiaeveal a rich array of people and
situations of housing hardship. In the early pertbé vast majority of these families
were fully-employed workers, confronting seriousisiog availability and affordability
issues. Those families relying on the state foir theomes, of course, faced more urgent
housing need since state benefits were always rantore than anything, the stories of
housing need demonstrate that in the midst of plénivas always a struggle for low-
income families to find a decent place to live. Agelma Pilkey earnestly recalled: “...it

was tough on everybody®

RP’s First Tenants and the Built Environment

In spite of the paternalistic attempts by planraars architects to impose their own
conception of “community” from above on low-incor@nilies and resistance to the
project itself, it is imperative to distinguish teten what the first tenants themselves
thought of the new environment and the onslaugktit€ism that modernist architecture
and planning in general and of the design of bdMNRnd RPS, in particular, would
receive from the 1960s onwards. Almost all recemimentary on the design of RPN and
RPS highlights the “ugliness” of the buildings, thesuitability of high-rises for children,
the segregation of the development from the sudimgnneighbourhood and the lack of
individually definable, private space within theject’? Yet, until a series of redesign
projects were proposed in the 1990s, most tenaetaad to have expressed no sustained
interest in changing the design of the buildingtagout of the project, focusing instead

on management neglect and restrictive internatigdsi(see Chapter 6).
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There is substantial evidence from the first desadehe project, furthermore, that
residents, most of whom were former renters livimgubstandard housing, were fond of
their dwelling units. Early newspaper reports shbat people were genuinely pleased
with the new spacious accommodations and faciliiggding shared by oral histories of
the early days of American housing projeCteresa Bluett expressed in 1949 that in the
row houses of RPN, “everything is modern and wereadly happy.*® More recent oral
and documentary testimony gathered by the authdiroothese sentiments. Many found
the apartments spacious, well kept and in sounditon.”” Thelma Pilkey, who moved
into a RPS apartment with her two daughters in 18&&lled: “It was a lovely, beautiful,
beautiful apartment. Brand new, clean’® ®ne tenant wrote Toronto area Member of
Parliament George Hees, who had helped him secuaeamcy in RPN, saying, “We are
pleased to say that we are now settled in a coagyvd-room apartment plus a modern

bath room, and heat, it is like moving to Floritlasigrand.*®

Bathtubs, modern appliances, hot and cold runniaigryindoor toilets — all these
amenities were not taken lightly by residents gitreat many of their previous residences
lacked basic sanitary facilities. Even having éhadi within the apartment was
considered progress; many Cabbagetowners weredforammer to wash in the
backyard and/or use the local public bathhouserBWcAteer, who moved into RPN

with his family in the early 1950s, had this to sdéyput the amenities:
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And, yes, we moved from one of those downtown gettavithout indoor plumbing and hot water.
And, yes, heat and hot water were novelties, becitexent was soon replaced by the awesome
reality of being warm, with hot water to wash ifihaving a refrigerator that ran on electricity,
instead of an ice box that left us wondering whickuld run out first, the food or the ice to cool it
The Regent Park district heating plant with itsmmiammoth boilers weren't impressive: What was
impressive was standing beside the radiators itisaicbld winter and feeling the heat fill each and
every roont?

Even with rents often higher than in previous dingk, RPN offered an important
measure of stability for working-class familiesréed by a tight housing market to
constantly move from one sub-standard dwellingnitlaer disrupted economic and
family planning, complicated steady employment andld be a singularly disconcerting
experience for families. Indeed, as Brian McActesnembers, RP gave “self-esteem,

pride and hope®

Conclusion

Externally-imposed stigmatization of poor inneryaieighbourhoods and their residents
showed a remarkable continuity over the first lbalthe twentieth century: consistently
“othered” as physically, culturally and morally ptematic, they were always considered
a larger threat to what the middle-class urbanrnefmovement considered to be proper
homes, families and social life. Yet the Cabbagetawwrking class and poor were not
solely victims of the urban renewal juggernauthef 1930s and 1940s: they had their
own distinct, positive conceptions of community areighbourhood and a sizable
number resisted the efforts of state officials amddle-class reformers to destroy their

homes in the name of modernization and progressavhilable evidence suggests that
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the local population constructed extensive soaalorks and a dignified sense of

working-class community.

For other families, however, RP offered a real measf security in the context of a
depressing low-income housing market. The firsates to move into RP, for example,
defied the later typecasting of their homes by anads and the media, asserting they
were a real step up over their previous dwellilZNmetheless, the physical bettering of
the home environment was tied to the wider idealalgioal of moral reconstruction in
the eyes of the reform movement and local statthdrirst decade of RP’s life, the
reform movement would continue to propagate clidnéages of inner-city dwellers and
of the first tenants in the project, boasting & tmequivocal success of public housing in

stamping out the bad habits of the slum.
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