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From the southeast corner of Bathurst Quay, the city skyline looks close enough to touch, its edges sharp and its face aglow in the clean light of a cold afternoon.

At the same time, it feels far apart from this forsaken site along the waterfront, where the empty silos of the old Canada Malting Company loom like great industrial ghosts.

Robert Kearns sensed the contradiction the first time he stood here, thinking about the thousands of sick and starving Irish who had landed on Toronto's shores 150 years earlier. That's how he knew it was the right place to commemorate their suffering, obscure as it may be in the city's contemporary consciousness.

     "It was central to the waterfront, but at the same time, it had a slight remove from all the activity of the waterfront," says Mr. Kearns, the Irish-Canadian insurance man leading efforts to turn the city-owned site into Ireland Park.

     As such, it is a fitting spot to contemplate what happened after ships delivered 38,000 Irish famine emigrants to Toronto, population 20,000, in the summer of 1847, a situation akin to "12 million people coming here today," he says.

     Most of them, about 35,000, headed on to Buffalo or Detroit as side doors into the United States, which had by then closed its ports to Ireland's disease-ridden "coffin ships." More than 1,100 others died in Toronto by fall, having dropped dead in the streets or succumbed to typhus or cholera in one of the city's "fever sheds." They were buried in a mass grave outside St. Paul's Church in Cabbagetown, each corpse thrown into the hole with a shovelful of lime.

     Another 2,000 famine survivors lived on within the community, but also apart from it because of their own shame and other people's scorn at all that made them different – from their disease and lack of trade skills to their Gaelic language and Catholic religion.

"The story of the famine in Toronto was very quickly forgotten by those who experienced it, because it was so humiliating," Mr. Kearns says.

     The same sense of embarrassment lurked beneath Irish soil long after the country had recovered from the 1845-50 famine. Growing up in Dublin, Mr. Kearns and his elder brother, Jonathan, a successful Toronto architect, had heard only whispers of the disaster that killed more than one million and caused a million more to flee.

     When the brothers immigrated to Canada separately in the 1970s, they adapted quickly, and before long were running their own companies in Toronto while maintaining ties to Ireland through fellow expats and frequent trips home, often on business.

     It was during just such a trip in 1997 that Robert stopped to look at a haunting series of rough-cast bronze sculptures that had just been installed on Custom House Quay, along the River Liffey in Dublin. The Famine Series, by Irish sculptor Rowan Gillespie, comprised figures of ragged, emaciated Irish shuffling along the waterfront as they made their escape in 1847.

     Then and there, his idea for a Toronto memorial was born. Robert approached Mr. Gillespie – whose own great-grandfather was a famine immigrant to Canada – and he agreed to produce a second sculpture series as long as a suitable site could be found.

"Because the Dublin sculptures were on the water's edge, we resolved to have a site where they would be disembarking on the waterfront in Toronto," Robert says.

Back in Canada, he shared the idea with his brother, who, like most Toronto architects, always keeps one eye on the waterfront. He suggested the southern edge of the Canada Malting site, between the silos and the channel that separates the quay from the Toronto Island airport.

     "I had become aware of it as a quiet place to go," yet with a stunningly close view of the city, says Jonathan, managing partner at Kearns Mancini Architects.

With approval from city council in 2000, Robert began his journey to raise $1.5-million to develop the park and his brother rallied colleagues to help with the design plan. Mr. Gillespie began to forge the new series – starting with Arrival, a figure of a tall, thin man, arms raised in exultation.

     That sculpture will be unveiled on Thursday evening at BCE Place's Allen Lambert Galleria, where it will stand on display until June 21. Two years later, on that same date, it is to be unveiled a second time, in its final location.

     Aside from the grain silos, which will stand as symbols of plenty alongside the bedraggled famine survivors, the park will incorporate a wall of rough limestone of the type found in their native Ireland, a standing stone of Irish pink granite, and an illuminated tower of stacked glass rings, representing, among other things, Ireland's renaissance as a technology and service-based economy.

     With about $500,000 already in hand, Robert is one-third of the way to funding the project entirely with private money, including an endowment to cover maintenance and insurance.

     "Nobody has said no," he says, adding that fundraising has been focused in the Irish-Canadian community. "I think that's an important point to make."

     Important for its acknowledgment of an all-but-forgotten period in Irish-Canadian history, but also of the wealth and independence the famine immigrants went on to achieve, despite the obstacles.

     "It's more than the tragedy of the famine," Robert says. "It's the triumph over adversity."
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