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IRELAND PARK FOUNDATION REPORT

By Robert G. Kearns

The month of March is a time when the Irish in Canada celebrate their history, heritage and culture. In Toronto it has become a veritable three-week festival of all matters Irish. It is above all, a joyful time of celebration at Lunches, Dinners, Dances, Concerts, Theatre and of course the great public spectacle of the Parade on the Sunday immediately preceding St. Patrick’s Day itself. These activities and events represent a massive volume of volunteer time, money and energy. They capture, in the quality and sophistication of the events, the immense pride in Irish heritage, which the organizers and participants feel for their island home and their desire to share with their fellow Canadians this rich cultural heritage.

     Looking back over my own twenty-five year history of work within the Irish community, I never cease to be amazed by the dedication and commitment of so many individuals to the cause of matters Irish within our city and surrounding areas.  At various times over the years, I can remember voices calling for greater unity within the community and suggesting that our community is somehow or other divided and or that it should all speak with one voice. On the contrary, I believe that the vitality of the community resides in its very diversity. Perhaps it is here in the peace and abundance of Canadian Woods, to paraphrase Percy French, that we Irish have finally managed to embrace the generosity of the Canadian Spirit and it’s unique ability to celebrate and encourage cultural diversity rather than to suppress it for the old political purposes. 

     As the most recent addition to the family of Irish organizations in Toronto, Ireland Park Foundation will have a distinctly Canadian agenda. As a fund raising organization it will focus its efforts upon the construction and completion of Toronto’s Waterfront Famine Memorial Park, to be known as Ireland Park. This will involve raising $1,500,000 and will see the Park formally dedicated on June 21st, 2007. While it will commemorate the tragedy of the Famine, it will also celebrate the triumph of the Irish in overcoming inordinate adversity. One hundred and sixty years on, history will record 2007 as the dawn of a new day in the relationship between Ireland and Canada. 

     The story of the relationship between Canada and the Island of Ireland is perhaps the oldest of all European countries and most certainly so if we are to include the exploits of Brendan the Navigator, in the 6th century AD. However, in reality our role in Canada is greatly unacknowledged and misunderstood on both sides of the Atlantic. For century’s, citizens of Ireland looked out upon the waves of the Atlantic Ocean in search of friendship support and refuge especially in times of crisis. For the most part they perceived in their own minds only the Stars and Stripes of the United States. Canada was but dimly understood as a part of the North American Continent that had somehow or other remained loyal to the British Crown. Yet, how many of us can remember teenage years in Ireland or on the beaches of Greece meeting Canadian visitors and responding to their declaration as Canadian by suggesting jokingly that they were really all just “Yanks”! It was of course a perverse form of teasing to suggest that Canada had not made a sufficient place for itself in the world as distinct from the United States.  I still recall Canadian coach tours of visitors to Trinity College Dublin in the 60’s and 70’s being referred to as the “nice Americans”, by the students of the University! 

     In the Irish mind, the Canadian sin was in not having gone along with the American revolutionaries in 1776 and severing the ties with Britain. Therefore their punishment in the complex world of Irish reverse humor was to suggest that they were really “American” all along.  However, there were few young Irish people at the time who would have responded with the same good humor and restraint as a Canadian if the same charge were made that we Irish were really all just “British”.

     From the Canadian perspective, the Irish in Canada had for centuries been held in equal esteem with our fellow English, Scots, Welsh and French citizens. However 1847 is the pivotal year. Attitudes to the Irish in Canada change. The Irish people already in Canada experience a serious collapse of confidence and self esteem. This is in response to the awful spectacle of so many of our fellow countrymen and women arriving in the country in such dire circumstances of poverty, filth and disease on the docksides of the Maritime Provinces, Quebec, Montreal and Toronto.

     In the years following the famine, there is a collective effort to forget as quickly as possible the circumstances of those terrible years. Fifteen or so years later the Fenian raids call into question the very loyalty of the Irish community within Canada. With a few exceptions, such as the St. Patrick’s Day Parade in Montreal, for the most part, the Irish adapt by becoming more chameleon in their conduct upon the Canadian social and political landscape. 

     Dr Anita Sands has spoken most eloquently at a meeting of the Ireland Canada Chamber of Commerce in May of 2004 and written at length in this publication of the extraordinary economic transformation that has occurred in Ireland since the early 1990’s. With economic success has come new pride and confidence. We are all now familiar with the spectacular statistics of the Irish economic juggernaut. It has spawned an equal pride in the cultural heritage of the island in all of its manifestations. Irish Film, music, dance, literature, painting and sculpture are all now achieving new levels of excellence and celebration.  To quote Dr Sands, “The truth of the matter is that not since we wrote the Book of Kells has Ireland been a role model for a whole lot other than misery and misfortune.” It has also spelled the end of emigration from Ireland, which is indeed now reversed in the opposite direction. 

     These events of the last 10 years or so have profound implications for Irish Diaspora communities all over the world but especially so here in Canada. The task of addressing the perception of the Irish in Canada and bringing it into harmony with the reality of modern Ireland is one which I believe that we as a community here in Canada, especially Toronto must embrace and lead.  We understand these dynamics well because we live here. We should not wait for governments, either Canadian or Irish to take these initiatives. I believe that our starting point is the famine.

     The proper commemoration of this experience in Canada is the first step. The magnificent work of Marianne Gallagher on Grosse Isle and John Masterson with Action Grosse Isle has lit the way. Here in Toronto, Tom Gallagher ‘s work at St. Paul’s and his Committees success in erecting a plaque at Metro Hall in 1997 is an important foundation stone for the commemoration of the famine in Toronto. The Council of the city of Toronto has granted to Ireland Park the finest possible location of any famine memorial on this continent. Rowan Gillespie’s sculptures are without equal for their evocative and gritty beauty. The first of the four of these bronze sculptures will be on view inside the BCE Place Allen Lambert Galleria, 181 Bay Street, thanks to the generosity of Colum P. Bastable and Brookfield Properties Corporation from March 3rd until June 21st, 2005. Jonathan M. Kearns of Kearns Mancini Architects has designed a Park of extraordinary beauty and poignancy. It speaks to the kindness and generosity of the Canadian people, when out of the ashes of desperation blossomed the flower of help and humanity. It will serve as a stark reminder of the trauma of famine and the ubiquitous devastation bestowed on humanity by natural disasters including those witnessed by the world in recent months.

     But more importantly it represents a new link between our two great nations, a place for us all. As the playwright Sean O’Casey put it “every action of our lives touches on some chord that will vibrate in eternity”. Ireland Park is our bridge from the past to the future, a place of quiet contemplation where the chords of the Irish Canadian relationship will resonate and a symphony of memories will serve to remind us all that the darkest hour may indeed be just before the dawn.  

