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TURN IT UP!
FIND YOUR GROOVE IN
CANADA’S DOWNTOWN

MEET THE LOCALS & EXPLORE THE NEIGHBOURHOODS
PLUS: ARTS & CULTURE / FASHION & DESIGN / SHOWS, EVENTS & FESTIVALS

PERIOD
PERFECT
You don’t need to be an architecture buff
to appreciate these beautifully preserved
unique-to-Toronto neighbourhoods.
BY JAMIE BRADBURN

Explore beyond the gleaming towers of dow ntow n
Tor ont o a nd you’ l l b e
rewarded with architecture
that’s as diverse as the city’s
population. Architectural
appeal, social history, proximity to other attractions:
time for a self-guided tour,
wouldn’t you say?
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J

ust west of Chinatown,
Kensington Market
is a charmingly
chaot ic neig hbou rhood of
i nt er n at ion a l fo o d shops ,
eclectic restaurants, trendy
boutiques and cafés—plus a
few vestiges of its circa-’90s
punk and indie scene. Vintage
clothing shops rub shoulders
with music venues and bars, all
adding to the quirky vibe of the
market, which is frequented
by food lovers on a budget,

includ ing students f rom
nearby University of Toronto.
Photographers are drawn to
quiet streets filled with the
wares of the greengrocers, dry
goods dealers, cheese shops,
butchers and f ishmongers
who have catered to successive
waves of immigrants.
Or igina l ly bui lt dur ing
the 1880s and 1890s, the
area’s Victorian houses were
occupied by labourers who
arrived mainly from the

British Isles throughout the
19th century. After 1910, Jewish
immigrants started moving
into the neighbourhood, which
provided affordable housing
adjacent to the grow ing
garment trade along Spadina
Avenue (now Chinatown).
Ongoing subdivision created
the market’s narrow streets,
as well as hidden laneways of
row houses such as Fitzroy
Terrace and Kensington Place.
A s t he Jew ish com mu n ity

www.SeeTorontoNow.com

Toronto Necropolis

C

abbagetown, just east
of the downtown core,
ga ined its na me f rom
a n i n s u lt d i r e c t e d at 19t hcentur y Ir ish i m m igra nts
and the vegetables they grew
i n k it chen ga rden s. Once a
slum concentrated in the area
between Gerrard and Queen
streets, it now includes some of
Toronto’s choicest real estate.
It’s also home to North America’s
largest collection of Victorian
homes. Stroll the community’s
narrow, tree-lined streets and
laneways to feast your eyes on
lovingly restored, tastefully
appointed heritage homes in a
variety of styles of the era.
If Cabbagetown has a
trademark architectural style,
it’s the Bay-n-Gable. Prized
for grace and af fordability,
homes in this style showcase
brick-and-wood facades with
34
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Metcalfe Street

de c or at ive G ot h ic R e v iv a l
motifs. Less visible parts of
each structure were finished
in inexpensive materials like
stucco, boosting affordability
for the original buyers.
Bay-n-Gable houses run the
gamut from stately two-and-ahalf- and three-storey detached
and semi-detached houses to
shorter, modestly sized row
houses. You can see examples of
these red-brick semi-detached
and row houses built in the late
1800s on streets like Laurier
Avenue, Metcalfe Street and
Wellesley Avenue. Originally
low-cost worker housing, the
long-gentrified homes share a
striking, cohesive appearance,
extending into elements like
wrought iron fencing.
Cabba get ow n h a s h idden
pockets within its quiet streets.
T h e We l l e s l e y C o t t a g e s

revitalization plan. Dilapidated
apartment buildings have come
down, replaced with mixedi n c o m e t o w n h o m e s , n e wbuild towers and community
recreational facilities. At its
northern border, Cabbagetown
meets the working class
St. James Town community.
Cabbagetown and its
surrounding area has always
been diverse, both ethnically
and economically. Its power of
reinvention and neighbourhood
pride is legendary. Keep an eye
open for the green-and-white
f lags f lying throughout the
neighbourhood: its icon is the
humble cabbage, elevated from
epithet to point of pride.

STROLL THE
GREENHOUSE AT
ALLAN GARDENS
CONSERVATORY

GETTING THERE
Take the College/Carlton 506
streetcar to Parliament Street.
Or take the Parliament 65 bus
to Gerrard Street.

Wellesley Street East

www.SeeTorontoNow.com

ALAMY (TORONTO NECROPOLIS)

CABBAGETOWN

cul-de-sac resembles a period
village, with tiny, symmetrical
Georgian-style cottages and
wh ite picket fences. The
cottage style also inf luenced
architect Eden Smith’s design
for Spruce Court Co-op, one
of Canada’s first governmentsponsored projects.
The southern end of
Cabbagetown borders Regent
Pa rk , a p os t-World Wa r I I
social housing development.
Prev iously overlooked as
waves of gentrification swept
through the neighbourhood,
Regent Park is midway through
an ambitious 15- to 20-year

CITY CONFIDENTIAL
Dacotah Avenue

summer cottage community,
amusement park and bustling
entertainment facilities. The
other islands were populated
with summer tent colonies.
In 1931, the city allowed yearround cottages, f uelling
r e s id e nt i a l d e ve lopm e nt .
Another big wave of growth
ca me dur ing a post-World
War II housing shortage. Yet,
in the decades to come, civic
off icials did an about face,
trying to expel residents in
order to create more public
parkland. While the island
population has waned (home
sales are strictly controlled by
a land trust), both sides came
to an eventual agreement and
the community continues on
for everyone to enjoy.

Algonquin Island

GETTING THERE
Take the subway to Union Station
or 510 streetcar to Queen’s Quay
underground TTC terminal, then
walk south to the Jack Layton Ferry
Terminal (aka the ferry docks).
Take the ferry to Ward’s Island.

CANADA /ALAMY
RICHARD
JANSEN(CIT
(METCALFE
Y HALL) STREET, WELLESLEY STREET EAST, DACOTAH AVENUE, ALGONQUIN ISLAND, ISLAND CAFÉ)

TORONTO ISLANDS

F

r iend ly hellos greet
visitors exploring
the narrow streets of
Canada’s largest year-round
car-free neighbourhood. Over
600 residents live on the muchcoveted, nearly-impossible-tolease-into Toronto Islands,
mostly on Ward’s Island or
Algonquin Island, two leafy
enclaves worlds apart from
nearby Centre Island, known
for its amusement park and
beach. Many island residents
are artists or seniors with long
family ties to the community.
Accessible only by boat, the
Toronto Islands are connected
to one another by a network of
paths and bridges.
Wa n d e r i n g A l g o n q u i n
and Ward’s islands reveals a
charming mix of home styles.
T h e y i n c l u d e c i r c a -1 9 3 0 s
cottages built from kits sold
by the now-defunct Simpson’s
depa r tment store, la rger
@SeeTorontoNow

homes from the post-World
War II building boom, and,
in cases of f looding over the
past decade, temporary box
structures that have replaced
decayed structures. Ward’s
Island boasts a quaint wooden
c i r c a-1918 ad m i n i s t r at ion
clubhouse, as well as a large
clubhouse f inished in 1938,
now a h ig h-dem a nd venue
for pa r t ie s a nd we dd i n g s.
Algonquin Island is accessed
via a high wooden bridge from
the Ward’s Island ferry dock;
loca l custom has residents
leav ing books, clothes a nd
household items in a drop box
there for others to use.
While the residential areas
of the Toronto Islands have
a s l e e p y, b e e n - t h i s - w a y forever vibe, it wasn’t always
this way. In its residentia l
heyday at the end of the 19th
century, Hanlan’s Point, for
example, had a considerable

@SeeTorontoNow

Toronto Islands
Island Café
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KENSINGTON MARKET

Fitzroy Terrace

THE AGO
IS A SHORT
STROLL AWAY!

RICHARD JANSEN (FITZROY TERRACE, BELLEVUE SQUARE PARK)

Kensington Avenue

started moving to the suburbs
from the 1940s through to the
1970s, incoming immigrant
c om mu n it ie s adde d t hei r
own customs. The Portuguese
immigrants who began
a r r iv i n g i n t he 1950 s , for
e x a m p l e , i nt r o d u c e d t h e
tradition of painting homes
with bright, warm colours.
K e n s i n g t o n M a r k e t ’s
centur y-old housing stock
r e m a i n s , b ut it h a s b e e n
modif ied over the decades

@SeeTorontoNow

Bellevue Square Park

to meet the changing needs
of residents. Picture th is:
a business star ts as a car t
peddling food or goods in front
of a home. It grows into a stall
that requires an extension—
built out of whatever materials
are cheaply and readily
available —to bridge the
space from sidewalk to porch.
Eventually it f ills the f irst
floor of the home. While some
of these additions violated
bylaws, attempts by the city

@SeeTorontoNow

to impose architectural order
failed, allowing it to develop
the patchwork character it
i s now k now n (a nd love d)
for. D iver sit y a nd ch a n ge
are woven into Kensington
Market’s DNA; today, its mix
includes a sizable number
of grocers specializing
i n Ca r ibbea n a nd Lat i nAmerican foods and hipster
eateries offering the latest
food trends.

GETTING THERE
Take the College/Carlton 506
streetcar or the Dundas 505
streetcar to Spadina Avenue.
Or take the Spadina 510 streetcar
to College or Dundas streets.
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A

half centur y af ter its
first homes were built,
this Scarborough
neighbourhood in Toronto’s
east end stands as an
extraordinary, largely intact
example of modernist design
geared at the ambitious young
families of the 1950s and ’60s.
A wander along Birkdale Road
is like stepping back into the
optimistic Space Age vision of
the suburbs, with modestly
s i z e d b a c k- s pl it a nd s id e spl it bu nga lows set a mong
old-growth trees. The woody
station wagons of the past are
gone, but this leafy nabe—now
nominated for heritage district
st atu s by it s com mu n it y—
is still home to middle-class
families and retirees.
Tucked to the southeast of
Ellesmere Road and Midland
Avenue , M id l a nd Pa rk w a s
conceived by architect Edward
R oss a nd developer Cur ra n
Hall and built between 1959
and 1962. “Socially, to build a
stronger society, we must have
a better home environment. To
be better, it must be larger and
also interesting and satisfying to
each member of the family,” said
one of the planned community’s
36
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execs at the time. (Though large
for the time, the properties are
coz y by today ’s McMa nsion
sta nda rds. Based on a 1960
sales brochure, homes ranged
from 1,123 to 1,627 square feet
depending on the model.)
Original buyers chose
from 12 designs of bungalows
of fering sloping triangular
r o of s , c a r p or t s , a nd pl a i n
f ronts w ithout porches.
Potential homeowners were
won over by large living rooms,
separate dining rooms, bright
kitchens, extra bathrooms, and
large windows or sliding doors
looking onto backyard patios.
Homes were integrated into
the surrounding environment
and old-growth trees were left
standing, providing plenty of
shade, and sidewalks—a rarity
in many suburbs—abound.
Outside of this subdivision,
Scarborough is known for a
wealth of top-notch mom-andpop i nter nat iona l eater ies
located in the neighbourhood’s
strip malls.

1960 Housing Design Council Award Winner, “The Elwood”

RICHARD JANSEN (THE ELWOOD); MIDLAND PARK TORONTO (VINTAGE AD)

MIDLAND PARK

Vintage 1961 Midland Park real estate ad

THE
SCARBOROUGH
BLUFFS ARE
NEARBY

GETTING THERE
Take the Line 3 Scarborough RT
to Ellesmere or Midland stations.
Take the 57 bus from Midland
Station to Dorcot Avenue.

www.SeeTorontoNow.com

