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TORONTO TO GET MEMORIAL TO 
IRISH POTATO FAMINE VICTIMS
By Michael Swan

Proposed Toronto 
monument to Irish
immigrants
History has a way of slipping away from us, but Robert Kearns wants to bring it back. Kearns and the volunteers of the Ireland Park Foundation are more than halfway to their goal of placing a permanent memorial to the Irish potato famine on Toronto’s waterfront in 2007. 
     While nobody would claim the 1845-to-1848 famine has been forgotten, neither is it well remembered in Toronto.

     Between May and October 1847, 38,000 starving Irish arrived on Toronto’s Lake Ontario shore. It was a crisis which nearly overwhelmed this city of a mere 20,000. 
     Toronto received a small share of the 1.2 million refugees who left Ireland during the potato famine. It was almost nothing compared to the approximately six million starving Irish, one million of whom died of starvation. All this out of a nation of less than 8.2 million in 1847. 
     The refugees who came to Toronto were mostly men, but a surprising number of the women arrived pregnant despite having nearly starved to death before and during their Atlantic crossing. Large numbers suffered from typhus and cholera, and the city erected fever sheds to hold them on their arrival at the corner of Bathurst and Front Streets, and along King Street. 
     A Lamborghini dealership stands now on the site of the Bathurst and Front fever sheds. 
     Every day that summer of 1847 five or six bodies were picked up from Toronto’s streets and taken to St. Paul’s Basilica, then the city’s Catholic cathedral. No one knew who they were. They had piled onto ships without passports or identifying papers. The weather was hot and it was critical they be buried as quickly as possible. 
     Something like 1,100 of them died in Toronto that summer. In all likelihood they remain interred in unmarked trench graves beneath the playground of St. Paul Catholic School. Nobody is quite sure exactly where the graves lie. 
     Toronto’s first Catholic bishop gave his life for these refugees, his countrymen. Bishop Michael Power had written to his new diocese when he saw the exodus massing on the docks of Dublin. In a letter read from every Catholic pulpit May 15, 1847, he urged the faithful to be ready. 
     When he arrived, Power spent his days in the fever sheds administering last rites and hearing confessions. He died Oct. 1 that year. The last place he was seen publicly was at an ecumenical event to rally aid to the refugees. 
     Only about 2,000 of the Irish influx stayed in or near Toronto. Most crossed into the United States at Niagara Falls or Windsor. 
     ‘We were the very first boat people,’ said Kearns, who has maintained the Irish lilt in his English through 25 years in Canada. 
     Kearns doesn’t think of Ireland Park as being just about the Irish experience. He thinks of the Irish experience as an archetype of Toronto’s history of taking in refugees. 
     ”It’s not just about the tragedy of the famine there,’ he said. It’s about the generosity of the people who reached out to help them... Commemoration and parks have to refer to the past and to address the future. Ireland Park will certainly speak to the famine, but it’s also I think a celebration of triumph over adversity.’ 
     The little park on Toronto’s waterfront at the foot of Bathurst won’t be the first attempt to commemorate the Irish famine in Canada. At Grosse Isle in the mouth of the St. Lawrence there’s a memorial to 15,000 famine victims who died there while in quarantine. At Metro Hall at King and John Streets there’s a plaque which tells of the fever sheds that once stood nearby. 
     Part of the reason Toronto’s role in the Irish exodus hasn’t been more publicly acknowledged is that the Irish didn’t want to remember. In 1847 the established Irish community in Toronto was mortified by the sight of their fellow Irish sick, filthy, desperate and dressed in rags. Nor did the Irish who arrived that summer care to bring up the events of that summer. 
     ‘They wanted to forget the circumstances that brought them here,’ said Kearns. 
     Ireland Park will be linked as directly as possible to Ireland. It will feature four statues by Irish sculptor Rowan Gillespie. They will be the continuation of a set of seven of Gillespie’s sculptures standing on the quays in front of the customs house on the River Liffey, in the centre of Dublin. 
     The statues in Dublin are called ‘Departure’ and depict starving Irish peasants about to embark for North America. The statues in Toronto will be called ‘Arrival.’ The thousands who died on the crossing will be indicated by the smaller number of statues in Toronto. The future they brought to Canada with them will be signified by a pregnant figure. 
     The group will include an exultant man, an orphan boy, the pregnant woman and another man bent over in sickness. They will face east to the rising sun. The figure of the man dressed in rags with his hands raised to greet his new country is on display at the Bay Street entrance to BCE Place. The remaining sculptures have yet to be cast. 
     The park will be bounded by a five-metre tall stone wall facing the old grain silos of the Canada Malting Company. The trees which stand now between the silos and the water will remain. A glass cylinder with a light inside will stand near the silos as a beacon of the new world. 
     Ireland Park has the approval of Toronto city council, and the foundation has given the city a $250,000-fund which will ensure upkeep for the park. So far the foundation has raised more than $600,000 of the $1.5 million it needs in time for the park’s official opening, June 21, 2007. 
     ‘The sculptures are very powerful, very emotional,’ said Kearns. ‘I thought it would be wonderful to have work of that quality in a location in Toronto.’ 
     There’s still more research to be done into the Toronto’s experience of the Irish diaspora. The foundation hopes to fund research that will see students pouring over old church records and Toronto Mirror newspaper notices searching for missing loved ones. 
     And the foundation is looking for an appropriate way to commemorate Bishop Power’s role and the anonymous graves at St. Paul’s Basilica. 
     ‘Bishop Power was here. He was part of the landscape of Toronto,’ said Kearns. ‘From an artistic point of view, from an architectural point of view, the manner in which we include him in the park has to be dealt with carefully.’ 
     It’s a project that’s found wide support in the Irish community, but it’s Councillor Olivia Chow ‘ who is not very Irish ‘ who championed the park at Toronto city council. 
     ‘This is in fact our history, that element of receiving people into Canada,’ the Trinity-Spadina councillor told The Catholic Register. ‘We are not always that compassionate ‘ whether it’s Indian or Jewish (immigrants) ‘ we sometimes don’t follow that compassionate tradition. We turn our backs. Perhaps a sculpture reminding us of our past would say that it doesn’t really matter where people come from, with determination and some support from citizens of the times they can be immensely successful.’ 
     Chow points out that there are few ethnic communities in Toronto more successful than the Irish, but they began as refugees. It’s that kind of success which marks the best of Canada’s traditions, she said. 
     ‘There are a lot of people around the world today that are in desperate need,’ she said. ‘I think Canada should maintain that compassionate tradition and open our doors. This is the country and the kind of city we create.’
