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FROM COFFIN SHIPS TO CANADA
Statue salutes Irish immigrants who fled famine About 38,000 
came to Toronto in mid-1800s

By Emily Chung

There will be Guinness, kisses and jigs when Ireland comes to Toronto for the annual St. Patrick's Day parade on Sunday. It will be festive. It will be green. And it will be in sharp contrast to another image of Ireland's arrival in Toronto unveiled last week.

     That image takes the form of a tall man cast in rough, unfinished bronze, his thin arms outstretched above his head, the fingers slightly curled as though with rigor mortis. Indeed, he looks half dead of starvation, or maybe typhus, his eyes barely visible in a face with dark hollows. Beneath the limp brim of a hat, his face shows only hints of hope and relief.

     Entitled "Arrival," the sculpture recalls the Irish immigrant, one of 650,000 who fled the Irish Famine of 1845-50. Disease had wiped out the country's staple, potatoes, sentencing more than a million people to death by starvation. He is one of 38,000 who arrived in Toronto (population then 20,000) after a long voyage on the Atlantic, crammed in disease-ridden "coffin ships."

     Fears of disease prompted the United States to close its ports to the Irish in 1847. The ships came to Canada instead. And while most of their passengers continued on to the United States, some stayed.

     The Irish immigrant may have been quarantined in a "famine fever shed" at King and John Sts. or in a "convalescence shed" at Front and Bathurst Sts. He may have wound up among 1,100 who died and are buried in a mass grave outside St. Paul's Basilica at Queen and Power Sts.

     Or he may be among those who survived to grow vegetable gardens in Cabbagetown.

     "Those who survived the famine were quite secretive about their famine origins," said Richard Kearns, chairman of the Ireland Park Foundation, which commissioned the famine immigrant piece from Irish sculptor Rowan Gillespie. Kearns's idea was inspired by Gillespie's famine emigrant sculptures on the waterfront of Dublin, Ireland. The proposal excited Gillespie because his maternal great-grandfather immigrated to Canada during the famine. He believes he may have relatives here still.

     The shame felt by the famine immigrants has long muted the memory of their arrival in Toronto.

     But Kearns, an insurance broker who emigrated from Ireland himself in 1979, wants that memory revived. "Certainly, the people of Ireland need to know that a city like Toronto, in its infancy, received and accepted so many people in such dire circumstances."

     The sculpture "Arrival" will ultimately be joined by three other famine immigrants a pregnant woman, a child and another man bent over in prayer. Their final home will be Ireland Park, which will open in 2007. The tiny park will reclaim waterfront industrial land at the foot of the Canada Malting silos (symbols of plenty, Kearns notes) at the southeast corner of Bathurst Quay in memory of the famine immigrants.

     But the Toronto sculptures will tell only half the story - the other half can be found on another shore in Dublin. There stand seven bronze famine emigrants about to embark on their journey across the ocean.

     "Arrival" is on display in the Allen Lambert Galleria at BCE Place until June 21.
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Vince Talotta Toronto Star The recently unveiled bronze statue of an Irish immigrant, entitled "Arrival," is on display in the Galleria at BCE Place until June 21. It's the first in a series by Irish sculptor Rowan Gillespie commemorating those who fled famine and found refuge in Toronto.

