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Abstract: 
 

This essay examines the history of urban planning and governance, urban-
suburban infrastructure development, and city-community negotiation in post-war 
Toronto. A specific emphasis is placed on the downtown community’s push-back 
against a centrally planned highway grid during the late 1960s. The role of the 
automobile is a central element to the study, as it was the primary impetus for Toronto 
planners who sought to deliberately model post-war infrastructure after auto-centric U.S. 
cities. The history engages with the expansion of an expressway-tethered stretch of 
urban and suburban space now known as the “Golden Horseshoe”: surveying the 
location of automobile plants in cities along the rail lines; capital flight from Quebec; and 
suburban developer’s encroachment upon agricultural space in their search for cheaper 
land to build middle-class subdivisions. 

The paper reviews the existing literature on Canadian and North American urban 
transportation and economic history, whilst also drawing on a primary research base of 
municipal and provincial master planning documents, policy deliberations, newspaper 
accounts, activist materials and interpretations from key actors throughout the period of 
the study. Toronto is placed in a broader transnational theoretical framework through an 
exploration of two key concepts; “high modernism” and “negotiation”. These two ideas 
are used to demonstrate how a centralized bureaucratic urban vision was challenged by 
organized residents of Toronto’s core who were determined to preserve the human 
scale, architectural distinctiveness and civic involvement in urban life. 

The thesis’ vital case study is the protest against the proposed Spadina 
Expressway, the success of which led to the cancellation of not just that highway, but 
the abandonment of other municipal highway plans across the city. This political shift is 
an important chapter in Toronto’s urban governance as a formerly top-down, provincially 
controlled process was democratized into a new municipal authority that valued greater 
community engagement. The logic animating the city’s greater built environment is 
discussed to make sense of the sprawling suburban form that was manifest and 
became dominant in the post-war period.   



 
 

 iii 

Contents 
 
Abstract: ........................................................................................................................... ii 
 

List of Tables  .................................................................................................................. iv 
 

Chapter One - Introduction ............................................................................................... 1 
 

Chapter Two - Toronto’s Early Modern Development 
Metropolis ....................................................................................................................... 15 
Modernity ........................................................................................................................ 28 
 

Chapter Three - Regional Thinking 
Professional Planning ..................................................................................................... 47 
Metropolitan Governance ............................................................................................... 56 
Suburbanization ............................................................................................................. 64 
 

Chapter Four - The Expressway Scheme 
A Network of Roadways ................................................................................................. 73 
Highway Revolt .............................................................................................................. 79 
 

Chapter Five - The End of the Road .............................................................................. 92 
 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................. 101 
 

  



 
 

 iv 

List of Tables 
 

Table 1 – Toronto’s Planned Road System as of 1966 …………………………………. 12 

Table 2 – Toronto’s Planned Road System as of 1971 …………………………………. 13 

Table 3 – Toronto’s Existing Transportation System as of 2017 …………………….…. 14 

Table 4 – The 1943 Plan for Toronto and its Environs …………………….……………. 53 

Table 5 – The Boundaries of the Metropolitan Toronto Government (1953) ….………. 59 

Table 6 – Metropolitan Toronto’s Expressway Scheme (1965) …...……………………. 61 

Table 7 – Automobile Ownership in Metropolitan Toronto from 1945 to 1956 ..………. 69 

Table 8 – Construction Trends in Twentieth Century Toronto ……………………….…. 71 

Table 9 – The 401 and the Spadina Expressway Interchange in the mid-1960s ….…. 77 

Table 10 – Political Cartoon in the ‘Voice of the Annex’ ………………………………...  79 

Table 11 – Protest Against the Spadina Expressway by the SSSOCCC  (1969-1970). 86



1 

Chapter One - Introduction 
 

Former Toronto mayor John Sewell has said that the “culture of sprawl” took 

Toronto in the mid-twentieth century, becoming the “dominant force in the city”.1 The 

same could be argued for many other metropolises across North America, as strip malls 

and multi-lane roadways have emerged as mainstays of the post-war built environment. 

There was a vast reorganization of Toronto’s space from the 1940s through the 1970s 

towards the building of new suburbs. This thesis explores how highway construction in 

the modern urban city was expanded through professional planning that emerged 

alongside rising automobile ownership and top down governance. The master plan 

ethos – radically reordering the city to serve newfound human needs – is a hallmark of 

Toronto’s history as it hurtled along a development path informed by the supremacy of 

car culture and backed by regional authority.  

Toronto has been the capital of Ontario since confederation in 1867, home to the 

provincial legislature in Queen’s Park. As a major colonial hub, it has acted as an 

economic gateway linking the rest of the world to the interior of the North American 

continent. Initially established as a fort and trading post, it is connected to commerce 

and industry through the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence waterways. As the national 

railway line was developed throughout the mid-to-late nineteenth century, immigrants 

flowed into the city accelerating population growth to an unprecedented rate. In 1964 

                                                        
1 John Sewell, The Shape of the Suburbs: Understanding Toronto’s Sprawl (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2009), 12. 
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Marshall McLuhan reflected on the locomotive’s transformation of urban space by 

contending that it had “accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous human functions, 

creating totally new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure." 2  

Just as the train radically transformed the city, so too did advancements in 

automobile and air travel. Throughout the twentieth century, the automobile further 

accelerated the rate and ease of transportation; having a tendency to “dissolve the 

railway form of city politics”.3  Between 1941 and 1951 Ontario’s population growth grew 

by 21%.4 At the same time automobile registrations almost doubled from 739,134 to 

1,205,098. This made up about a third of Canada’s entire car ownership during a period 

when the rate across the whole nation saw a rise of similar proportions.5 The wartime 

economy had greatly benefitted Southern Ontario automakers as production lines 

began manufacturing light tanks and motorized vehicles for shipment to the front. 

Innovations in the manufacturing of automobiles had brought prices down while 

economic growth had reduced unemployment and raised purchasing power. These 

developments made automobiles increasingly affordable, allowing post-war car culture 

to flourish.6 

                                                        
2 McLuhan, Marshall. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: McGraw Hill) 1964. 179.  
3 McLuhan, Understanding Media. 217. 
4 Statistics Canada. Historical Statistics of Canada, Section A: Population and Migration. Table A2-14 
Population of Canada by province, census dates, 1851-1971. Canada Catalogue Number 11-516-X. 
Ottawa, Ontario. 
5 Statistics Canada. Historical Statistics of Canada, Section T: Transportation and Communication. Motor 
Vehicle Registrations, by Province, 1903 to 1975. Canada Catalogue Number 11-516-X. Ottawa, Ontario. 
6 “In Search of the Canadian Car – 1940s”. Canadian Science and Technology Museum. 
http://www.canadiancar.technomuses.ca/eng/frise_chronologique-timeline/ 
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Toronto, whose growth as a greater region had hastened wildly with the 

locomotive, now looked towards the car as the primary means for mobility in the post-

war period. Housing for inner-city workers in the corporate suburbs precipitated the 

need for Toronto’s highway system and unprecedented conversion of agricultural to 

urbanized space. Planners placed an emphasis on converting a vast expanse of 

exurban space through mapping, gridding and statistical analysis. Transfixed on the 

promise of the suburban living, influential urban developers reworked cities to 

accommodate for widespread private automobile usage across a greater regional grid. 

This type of sub-provincial development is known internationally as ‘conurbation’ – 

describing a region that has merged into one urban or industrially developed zone 

through homogenous population growth and physical expansion. 

What is known as the Greater Golden Horseshoe pattern formed around Toronto 

which filled the role of an anchor city.  The horseshoe area includes numerous Census 

Metropolitan Areas stretching from St-Catherine’s-Niagara to Hamilton in the west 

before bending around the lake eastward through Toronto and on to Oshawa. As the 

expressway system was implemented beyond the 1940s, the wider region continued to 

expand away from the shoreline. The development that grew north from Lake Ontario 

now includes the Waterloo Region as well as Barrie and Peterborough.7 By the mid-

2000s the Golden Horseshoe was home to 8.8 million people, making up slightly over a 

                                                        
7 Ontario Ministry of Public Infrastructure Renewal. 2006. Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe. 
Toronto, Ontario. https://www.placestogrow.ca/images/pdfs/ggh/en/2006_growth-plan-for-the-ggh-en.pdf  
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quarter of the national population and approximately 75% of Ontario’s provincial 

population.8 

While Montreal has historically been Canada’s biggest city, Toronto reached and 

eventually surpassed Montreal’s regional population of around 2.5 million in the early 

1970s. This was in a large part due to the access to capital that Anglophone Canada 

possessed. In 1934 the Toronto mining and generalized stock exchanges merged, and 

by the 1940s the volume of stocks traded on this new exchange exceeded those traded 

in Montreal. In the 1960s a series of French-language laws were enacted in Quebec, 

along with the rise of a separatism that reached its boiling point during the Front de 

Libéracion du Québec crisis of October 1970. Many businesses, particularly 

Anglophone multinationals based abroad, pulled out of the Montreal economy in favour 

of Toronto where there was only a requirement for English language proficiency. 9 

During a post-war period where Canadian cities were growing tremendously fast, 

Toronto set the pace, becoming nation’s largest metropolis. On paper, the city followed 

a typical North American pattern; grid networks and arterial roads spread out over two 

kilometer intervals. This pattern of environmental construction was almost entirely 

hostile to pedestrian life as walkers, runners and cyclists were confined to a thin strip of 

concrete on the margin of the street. Observing the process of ambitious car-centric 

modernization underway in 1964, Marshall McLuhan had the following to say.  

                                                        
8 Statistics Canada. 2006. Census: Portrait of the Canadian Population in 2006: Subprovincial population 
dynamics. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 97-550-XWE2006001. Ottawa, Ontario. 
http://www12.statcan.ca/census-recensement/2006/as-sa/97-550/p13-eng.cfm  
9 Jane Jacobs. The Question of Separatism: Quebec and the Struggle Over Sovereignty (New York: 
Random House, 1980), Chapter 2 – ‘Montreal and Toronto’ 
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[The motorcar] exploded each city into a dozen suburbs, and then 
extended many of the forms of urban life along the highway till the open road 
seemed to become non-stop cities … streets, and even sidewalks, became too 
intense a scene for the casual interplay of growing up. As the city filled with 
mobile strangers, even next-door neighbours became strangers. This is the story 
of the motorcar, and it has not much longer to run. 10 

 

Until the 1950s the planning of the Toronto region’s cities and roads were 

completed through the power of local governments that collaborated with one another.11 

This changed in 1953 when the province of Ontario brought a group of thirteen 

previously independent municipalities together under the jurisdiction of the Municipality 

of Metropolitan Toronto. Colloquially known as ‘Metro’, this new government would use 

its broader authority to administer crucial interconnected urban-suburban projects. This 

expansion of authority was necessary to animate a vision for Toronto that been devised 

by planners since the 1940s.12 Principal among these projects was the oversight of 

regional planning beyond Metro boundaries, expansion of residential and commercial 

utilities, development of major arterial roads as well as the advancement of public 

transportation – requirements for any modern city. As highways expanded across the 

Toronto grid, urbanization of agricultural land continued in an east-west band across the 

lakeshore and north-south through the city’s ravines. The Metro government limited 

unplanned growth in the city by restricting development outside of its extended network 

of roads and sewers. 

                                                        
10 McLuhan, Understanding Media. 220 
11 Richard Harris, Unplanned Suburbs: Toronto’s American suburbs 1900-1950 (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1999), 74. 
12 Toronto (Ont.). Planning Board, The Master Plan for the City of Toronto and Environs (Toronto: City of 
Toronto Planning Board, 1943) 
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Prototypical subdivisions emerged, comparable to what Reyner Banham calls the 

‘Plains of Id’ – vast tracks of Brady Bunch-like subdivisions that surround almost all 

North American cities. Centering his writing on the Los Angeles San Fernando valley 

Banham shows how these fringe areas have begun to gain greater political power and 

how their inhabitants call the shots in metropolitan politics. In a Los Angeles Times 

review of Banham’s work, William Fulton reminds us that these suburbs emerged all 

over the continent, driven by a “a plethora of upwardly mobile, young, single-income 

families, alongside an expanding economy with the capacity to accommodate them”.13 

The post-war economy was primarily driven by consumption in the home. Household 

electrification brought labour-saving appliances and indoor plumbing improved 

sanitation. The industrial scale and processes of production kept prices affordable on 

everything from clothing to processed foods and even the car itself.  

The southern Ontario version of the Plains of Id exist, and they are centred 

around Toronto; emblematic of a similar ‘dream’ that could be manifest through 

Canadian suburban living. These are “areas where people think bicycles are for 

children, streetcars for losers and City Hall only exists to pick up garbage”.14 The 

ideological underpinning helps rally massive support among voters who will back any 

candidate that promises to build more roads and keep taxes low. In the 1950s Don Mills 

became Toronto’s first experiment with planned subdivision development, rapidly 

becoming a blueprint for growth across the city. 

                                                        
13 William Fulton. “Plains of Id”, Los Angeles Times. September 9, 2001. 
14 Taras Grescoe, Straphanger: Saving Our Cities and Ourselves From the Automobile (Toronto: 
HarperCollins, 2013), 304. 
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During the post-war period trends towards sweeping suburbanization and 

automobile ownership had encouraged Metro planners to pursue a commuter-friendly 

development strategy. Structured around a network of superhighways that would carve 

through the city’s neighbourhoods, the Metro Toronto expressway scheme joined a 

league of other major North American initiatives in pursuit of a similar vision of 

development.15 Candian car ownership had steadily risen alongside other consumer 

spending – by 1960 two-thirds of Canadian households owned a single car and 10% 

owned at least two.16 Led by a team of appointed experts that informed city officials in a 

top-down manner, the creation of a new planning board in the city government was 

largely an elitist project. Planners were enlisted to reorder the environment in a radical 

manner to serve newfound human needs.  

The enthusiastic push for a regional highway network was a case of high 

modernism, a steadfast preoccupation with professionally-driven technological 

innovation and expansion of the economy. The highways were produced through a 

commitment to scientific ‘legibility’ of post-war life; a means to understand, predict and 

control human behaviour. Yet there was some dispute against the expert opinion that 

Toronto would thrive as a highway city. While the expressway scheme was championed 

by Metro councillors from the peripheral regions like Etobicoke and North York, it was 

opposed by councillors in the old city. The latter councillors represented constituents 

who feared the that their homes and neighbourhoods would be entirely upended. Green 

                                                        
15 Christopher Leo. The Politics of Urban Development: Canadian Urban Expressway Disputes (Toronto: 
The Institute of Public Administration of Canada, 1977), 25. 
16 Bellamy, Matthew. Profiting the Crown: Canada's Polymer Corporation, 1942-1990. (Montreal: McGill-
Queen's University Press, 2014). 
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organizing against the Metro Toronto plan is an example of ‘freeway revolt’ a 

phenomenon that emerged in almost every major city in Canada.17 Rejecting the top-

down professional view, protestors believed that the urban planning process should be 

under the control of residents who inhabited the space rather than commanded upon 

from high using abstract formulas and mapping.  

Expressway schemes, and protest against them, are a perfect case study 

through which a historian can elucidate attitudes towards modernity and manufactured 

progress in North American society. The premier expressway dispute in Toronto’s 

history was organized against a major north-south artery of a wider grid plan. Proposed 

in 1943, but not approved for funding until 1962, the Spadina Expressway would have 

run through Toronto’s inner suburbs including Forest Hill, the Annex and other parts of 

affluent north Toronto. Spadina would then taper through business and manufacturing 

districts before terminating at the shores of Lake Ontario. When construction of the 

highway continued throughout the 1960s protestors voiced concerns that challenged the 

conventional top-down expertise of the Metro government. Their worries were grounded 

in what they saw as the new highway’s erasure of downtown resident communities as 

well as increased pollution from traffic and surging construction costs. Despite the 

northern section of the project having already been completed, the opposition group 

won and the Ontario government cancelled funding for the Spadina project in 1971.18 

                                                        
17 Danielle Robinson. ““The Streets Belong to the People”: Expressway Disputes in Canada, c. 1960-75” 
Ph.D. diss., McMaster University, Hamilton, 2012. 
18 Ian Milligan, “”This Board Has a Duty to Intevene”: Challenging the Spadina Expressway through the 
Ontario Municipal Board, 1963-1971.,” Urban History Review 39, no.2 (2011) 
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The ideological collision between the planners at Metro Toronto and an organized anti-

Spadina opposition had a political fallout that unfolded at the Ontario Municipal Board. 

This debate helped to redefine the parameters of the Provincial-Municipal expressway 

jurisdiction in Toronto.  

Demonstration against the Spadina Expressway was incredibly successful – 

looking back almost a half-century later, no new highways have been constructed in the 

city. Yet we must take a nuanced view of the protest. Using the framework of 

“negotiation” in high modernism, I argue in this thesis that the civic element of protest 

against the highway was elitist in its own way – in short, I challenge the “top-down” vs. 

“bottom-up” dichotomy that I previously posed. The revolt was led by a coalition of 

middle class residents of affluent communities including urban professionals and 

intellectuals from the University of Toronto; these were not necessarily ‘little guys’ 

standing up to big powers, but rather established members of an existing urban power 

elite. The negotiation between planners and downtown residents can be viewed as a 

conflict of interests in the public sphere; a debate between a technocratic elite and a 

cultural elite, with the latter positioning themselves as the downtrodden. The protest, 

and its lionization among liberal-minded urbanists, must also be complicated through 

the lens of financing. The expressway they were protesting was becoming wildly more 

expensive than first forecasted, indisputably causing a big problem for both municipal 

planners and provincial officials alike. 

Urban history is fascinating because of the way we confront it physically in 

everyday life. The architectural legacy of a place should not only be remembered 
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through the designation of heritage buildings or space, but also by the logic that has 

informed the construction of a greater built environment. The forces shaping our cities 

need to be further explored as they have designed the basic physical and social realities 

of our human interaction and existence within them. A history that is more macroscopic 

is useful to reach this end. This thesis will expose the history of ideas behind Toronto’s 

proposed Spadina Expressway and those behind the protest against them to make 

sense of the sprawling suburban form that was manifest and became dominant in the 

post-war period. In some ways, the regional vision of Toronto as a sprawling suburban 

hub has won out, and in others the vision of Toronto as dense city has won out. It’s true 

that a compromise has been found between these two sparring forces. Beyond 

Toronto’s dense core of skyscrapers and compact, transit-served inner suburbs, lies a 

seemingly endless morass of car-dependent subdivisions spreading further and further 

out. 

To shed light on Toronto’s urban history I will begin with a section that outlines 

Toronto’s early development and transformation from the colonial settlement of York 

into the post-industrial city that became Canada’s largest in the post-war period. This 

section will continue to define ‘modernity’, providing insight into the charged historical 

phrase and placing it within the context of expressway development in North American 

society. I borrow Daniel MacFarlane’s concept of “negotiated high modernism” as a 

framework to discuss how Toronto’s top-down planners were met with civic protest 

against their plans for the city. 
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The next section will explore the rise of regional thinking in Ontario and Toronto’s 

planning. I examine in detail the first master plan that was drafted for the city in 1943 

and present this document as the foundational tool planners used to facilitate the 

argument for expressways. This section continues into the 1950s to describe how a new 

federated municipal government structure was developed as a requirement to 

implement changes to the built environment. This section also deals with the 

phenomenon of post-war suburbanization that was redefining the parameters of city 

planning, encouraging further car-centric development by private developers and public 

government officials alike. 

The next portion of the essay will deal with Metropolitan Toronto’s expressway 

scheme as a broad plan informed by the 1943 masterplan. The Spadina Expressway is 

discussed at length and presented as a single part of a larger network that top-down 

government officials were trying to construct. The most important section of this essay 

follows the revolt against the Spadina expressway scheme, using primary documents to 

uncover the motivations, civic composition and success of the protest. Tracing the 

history of expressway development in Toronto to the cancellation of the Spadina route, I 

conclude that the demonstration signalled the end of car-minded development in the 

city. 
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(TABLE 1 – TORONTO’S PLANNED ROAD SYSTEM AS OF 1966) 
This map displays the extent of Metropolitan Toronto’s proposed expressway network 
outlined in the plan they commissioned in 1959. The plan was officially adopted in 1966.  
Not pictured is the Yonge subway line that had been constructed throughout the 1950s.  
(Get Toronto Moving) 
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(TABLE 2 – TORONTO’S PLANNED ROAD SYSTEM AS OF 1971) 
This map displays the Metropolitan Toronto’s proposed expressway network as it has been 
reflected after Bill Davis’ cancellation of the Spadina Expressway. The proposed Scarborough 
Expressway in the east end never materialized. (Get Toronto Moving) 
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(TABLE 3 – TORONTO’S EXISTING TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM AS OF 2017) 
This map displays Toronto’s mobility network as it exists today. It’s evident that highway 
development effectively ceased following 1971 and rapid transit has been utilized to serve 
those areas instead. (Get Toronto Moving) 
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Chapter Two - Toronto’s Early Modern Development 
 

Metropolis 
 

The story of Toronto’s emergence as a major Canadian metropolis is a seminal 

narrative in the nation’s history. The Laurentian thesis, a collection of ideas put forth by 

Canadian academics in the 1930s, outlines Canada’s story as one of commercial and 

urban growth; a product of economic exploitation of natural resources and of the human 

social technologies that were created for that purpose. Essentially, Toronto’s early 

history is that of colonial interaction between central and periphery forces, largely driven 

by business interests. The thesis has become a foundational account of the nation’s 

early rise, linking the intensification of central Canadian metropolitan growth to the 

resource rich interior. Harold Innis and W.A. Mackintosh’s classic narrative – the Staple 

thesis – of the fur, fish, lumber and wheat trade has been expounded on, critiqued and 

reworked by countless Canadian historians.19 

                                                        
19 Harold A. Innis. Problems of Staple Production in Canada. (Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 1933). 
W.A. Mackintosh. Canadian Frontiers of Settlement, (Toronto: MacMillan Co. of Canada, 1934). 
Fish: 
Harold A. Innis. The Cod Fisheries: The History of an International Economy. (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1940.) 
Fur: 
Harold A. Innis. The Fur Trade in Canada: An Introduction to Canadian Economic History. (1930). 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1956.) 
Timber: 
Arthur R.M. Lower, The North American Assault on the Canadian Forest (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1938). 
Wheat: 
Gilbert E. Jackson, ‘Wheat and the Trade Cycle’, Canadian Historical Review, 1922, vol. 3, pp. 256–274. 
Vernon C Fowke. The National Policy and the Wheat Economy. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1957.) 
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 In the Commercial Empire of the St. Lawrence, Donald Creighton argued that the 

river system was controlled and developed by colonial-minded businessmen seeking to 

link the vast natural resources of Canada’s interior to markets in the United States and 

Europe. This Anglophilic history terminates before the railway age, but gave rise to a 

Metropolitan-Hinterland school of thought.  Creighton’s idea was that powerful, 

developed urban cores would dominate the surrounding area through the exertion of 

economic power and larger political authority.20 J.M.S. Careless expanded upon this 

idea in Frontierism, Metropolitanism and Canadian History, suggesting that the 

developed centers of commerce and industry along the St. Lawrence drove 

advancements in fringe regions across the whole nation. Careless saw “largely 

regarded businessmen and conservative urban political elements as agents of national 

expansion” – they had a more “far-sighted agenda” than their agrarian opponents.21 The 

central premise is that Canada’s prosperity as a nation has been primarily derived 

through urban capital development. The businessmen that promoted export-led growth 

along an extended network of communication and trade on the St. Lawrence waterway 

provided an engine for expansion in both the city and rural environments.  

                                                        
Minerals: 
Harold A. Innis. Settlement and the Mining Frontier New Haven, 1930 Settlement and the Mining Frontier. 
In “Canadian Frontiers and Settlement,” edited by W.A. Mackintosh and W.L.G. Joerg, IX. (Toronto: The 
MacMillan Company of Canada, 1936) 
20 Donald Creighton. The Commercial Empire of the St. Lawrence, 1760-1850. (Toronto: Ryerson Press, 
1937). 
21  J.M.S. Careless, “Frontierism, Metropolitanism, and Canadian History”, Canadian Historical Review 35, 
no. 1 (1954): 16 
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Within the discipline of Canadian history there has been considerable pushback 

against the romanticizing of this narrative, not to mention criticism of its exclusive focus 

on colonial power and actors. Since the late 1970s a social history that is perceptive to 

regional, class and racial exploitation has materialised and challenged the established 

historiographical dominance. Subsequent conceptual analysis of the Laurentian thesis 

has been mostly denunciatory. This turn has brought about important changes in 

historical thinking and academic culture to recognize and provide a voice for those 

whose subjugation and imperial exploitation was a requirement for advancing the 

colonial project.22  

Criticism of the traditional historical framework exposes just how predominant 

and paternalistic top-down political and economic thinking has been in the formation of 

metropolis like Toronto and Montreal. The origins and philosophy of development in 

Canadian cities can be traced back to the power constructs presented in the Laurentian 

thesis. The downtown core provided economic prosperity for outlying regions, yet 

remained in full control of them; colonialist patterns of resource exploitation and 

transportation put a settlement where Toronto now stands and set up the early patterns 

of its growth and development. 

Business historian and Laurentian theory contemporary N.S.B. Gras observed 

that the metropolis grew as it progressed through four distinct stages: the initial 

concentration of commercial facilities built on staples, the development of more complex 

                                                        
22 Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Hunt. Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the Study of Society 
and Culture. (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999). 
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manufacturing, construction of transportation and finally the rise of a financial service 

economy.23 In Toronto’s case this process was well underway around 1834 when the 

town of York attained city status and was renamed Toronto to reflect an Iroquois 

appellation.24 Over time the urban form of the metropolis began to shift from one that 

had been historically militarized – centered around the garrison – towards one more 

conducive to commercial activity. The recognition of cities as powerful and distinct 

economic zones is a common thread that links colonial expansion into more modern 

urban planning. The shape and functions of the built environment have been 

fundamentally determined by elite interests whose agenda was to pursue expansion 

towards colonial or commercial benefit. 

The first signs of industrialization in Toronto took root near the water as railway 

developments cut east-west along the southern edge of the lakeshore in 1853. Later, 

development by competing train companies would further connect vital economic supply 

chains through Toronto’s ports and harbours.25 The location of the railway system 

separated much of the city’s residential life from Lake Ontario – an issue still being 

resolved by city planners today. 

                                                        
23 Gilbert A. Stetler, The Canadian City: Essays in Urban and Social History, (Ottawa: Carleton University 
Press, 1984), 74. 
24 This was also a way of differentiating the city from ‘New York’ in the United States. 
25 The following railway companies: Grand Trunk Railway, Great Western Railway, Ontario, Simcoe and 
Huron, Canadian Northern Railway all continued to expand via development and corporate acquisition. In 
1918 the federal government founded the Canadian National Railways as a way to simplify the funding 
and operation of the various railway companies.  
 
Toronto Railway Historical Association “Toronto’s 2nd Union Station 1873-1927” trha.ca 
http://www.trha.ca/2ndunionstation.html  
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Factories continued to locate near the railway lines and by 1880 Toronto was a 

significant Great Lakes manufacturing hub with noteworthy distillation and garment 

production facilities.26  Before the turn of the twentieth century a sewage system was 

established downtown, streets were illuminated with gas lighting, and population growth 

boomed as immigrants poured into the city through the newly constructed Union 

Station. The city’s urban form began to take shape as a relatively dense core comprised 

of both commercial and social space. In the forty years between 1861 and 1901 the 

population of Toronto’s city centre had grown from around sixty-five thousand to two-

hundred-and-eighty-five thousand – a more than four-fold increase.27  

Those planning for growth in the colonial hub were fully engaged with 

international trends in urban development. As the city emerged as a modern metropolis, 

those who had capital and influence were implementing some iterations of new city 

building strategies. Downtown Toronto had all the components of North American urban 

development, not just in the emerging architectural aesthetic but on an essential, 

functional level – at the turn of the century the industrialized city had grid plans, public 

transit, street hierarchies and superblocks.28  When the great fire of 1904 decimated 

much of the downtown core, developers quickly replaced the damaged structures with 

newer, taller buildings. This dense urban centre, combined with a sense of confidence 

in technological innovation, provided an opportunity to implement efficient transit. By 

                                                        
26 Stetler, The Canadian City, 76. 
27 James T. Lemon, Toronto to 1918: an illustrated history (Toronto: J. Lorimer: National Museum of Man, 
National Museums of Canada, 1985), 200. 
28 Gilbert A. Stetler, Power and Place: Canadian Urban Development in the North American Context 
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1986), 192. 
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1891 horse-drawn carriages had started to be replaced by electric streetcars when the 

city granted a license for the Toronto Railway Company (TRC) to operate a local transit 

system.29  

Over the following decades new transit lines were created, and existing lines 

expanded to serve an increasing demand for urban and proto-suburban transit. In 1920 

a Provincial Act created the Toronto Transportation Commission (TTC), which inherited 

the TRC franchise in 1921 and quickly amalgamated the nine existing fare systems.30 

The TTC continued to expand streetcar service well into the mid-century, adding 35 new 

routes and extending 20 existing routes between 1921 and 1953. At this point the 

Transportation Commission was renamed the Transit Commission and retained under 

the new Metro government.31 This was somewhat of an anomaly among North 

American cities; while Toronto expanded its public rail system well into the twentieth 

century, many other cities were in the process of tearing theirs up to make way for 

cars.32  In 1949 construction started on the Yonge subway line. This massive public 

transit undertaking was funded half from surplus user fees generated during wartime 

and half from debentures issued by the TTC. During the 1940s the TTC was a safe bet 
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for investment – the company saw yearly ridership in the hundred millions as public 

vehicles capably serviced built-up downtown neighbourhoods.33  

 Competition between public transit companies and private car use had been a 

less of an issue before the Second World War when automobile ownership was 

significantly lower. In 1904 when the first Canadian Ford factory was opened in 

Walkerville, car possession was far and away a luxury reserved for the very wealthy. By 

1907 the Toronto region’s McLaughlin Carriage Company was beginning to shift their 

production away from horse drawn units into the motor car industry. The owner of the 

Oshawa factory Sam McLaughlin entered an agreement with Buick owner William 

Durant to receive essential drive train parts from Flint, Michigan in exchange for equity 

in each other’s venture. The following year Durant formed General Motors by 

purchasing the McLaughlin Motor Car Company as well as Oldsmobile, Cadillac, and 

Pontiac.34  

Ford’s presence across the border from Detroit expanded further in 1928 when 

an engine plant was built in neighbouring Windsor, Ontario. The price of a new car in 

Canada was reduced somewhat as the manufacturers scaled up, yet the technology 

remained out of the reach of most Canadians until the post-war period. In 1930 a basic 

car could be expected to cost over half the average annual salary in Canada, but 

auxiliary costs on machines that required much maintenance were another prohibitive 
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barrier. For example, a single new tire would cost $3.69, considerably more than the 

average daily income of $2.50 a day, to say nothing of fuel expenses. 35  

During the Second World War factories reduced their manufacturing for civilian 

markets in favour of military wares, something that also impacted the automobile 

industry. By 1944, Canadians had produced 14,000 armoured personnel carriers and 

4,000 aircraft.36 Over the next few decades the Canadian auto industry would grow 

substantially, buttressed by consumer interest in the new technology, improved road 

infrastructure and decreasing ownership costs. To help meet new demand for their 

products in the 1950s, General Motors expanded their commercial bases in Oshawa 

and St. Catharines. During the same period Ford opened a factory in Oakville, later 

becoming its Canadian headquarters. The automobile industry in south-central Ontario 

was a huge economic boon to the area as it brought an influx of investment from foreign 

corporations eager to reach Canadian consumers and evade import costs. No doubt the 

jobs and prosperity that these companies brought to urban and suburban communities 

like Oshawa, Etobicoke, and Windsor amplified the already positive perception of car 

culture as Canada emerged from the post-war as a nation of consumers. 

The Government of Ontario had been working busily to provide infrastructure to 

match the adoption of the technology around the metropolis. The Queen Elizabeth Way 

was opened in 1939, and the Highway 401 which spanned the entire southern width of 

the province, was constructed between 1947 and 1968 – both of which had vital 
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sections running through Toronto. While the natural waterways, canals and later 

railways were essential to the Laurentian thesis, it seemed that a new paradigm for 

social, economic, and political development was beginning to rise – one dominated by 

the automobile. 

The motorcar was an extraordinary technological advancement with a 

widespread adoption that profoundly altered North American economic and social 

history. Although the shipping and railroad industries were crucial for Toronto’s growth 

during its infancy, industrial usage of the waterfront started to diminish greatly in the 

twentieth century. The land on the interior of the Greater Toronto Region, specifically 

the surrounding area served by provincial highways, has become one of the region’s 

largest industrial zones. Toronto became established as yet another North American 

city categorized by low-density sprawl; the suburban periphery saw a massive 

population and housing boom as roads were constructed and the automobile adopted. 

The changing possibilities of land use set in motion a massive demographic shift, 

creating cities with a dense urban working core and complementary residential suburbs. 

As suburban sprawl really began to take hold of the city in the 1950s, new challenges 

emerged for transit providers. When the new Metro government enlisted the TTC to 

expand services into the emerging middle and outer suburbs, mass public transit 

became painfully inefficient. Operational expenses rose and the service which had 

previously turned a fair profit suddenly necessitated government subsidy. 
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John Sewell argues that in the post-war period the TTC was reworked to become 

“less of a good local transit service, and more of a regional commuting service”.37 As 

transit providers began to adapt to an urban form designed for the automobile, 

resources were spread much thinner. The inefficiency of running mass transit through a 

suburban environment, combined with a target ridership enamoured with the car, placed 

the TTC in a potentially existential predicament. With a new suburban focus, Metro 

governments earmarked proportionally more transit spending towards the development 

of highways and suburban communities at the cost of Torontonians who were 

subsidizing the expansion through property taxes and recurrent user fees.38  

The automobile radically transformed the reality of human mobility and as a 

result, the built environment was entirely reconfigured to accommodate for this change. 

The introduction and proliferation of the car into society was crucial to the rise of 

bedroom community subdivisions separate from a downtown core as well as the 

accompanying commuter lifestyle. Automobile development brought technological 

transformation to society in such a substantial way that it shifted human understanding 

of space and time. Stephen Kern tackles this idea in his book Culture of Time and 

Space, where he places transportation, particularly locomotives and automobiles, as a 

key part of a wider set of unprecedented technological innovations that took place in the 

twentieth century. Kern suggests that human understanding of time, space, direction 

and form were entirely upended by innovation of the telegraph, telephone, railroad, 
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automobile and cinema. These varied technological breakthroughs have reconfigured 

our “mode of vital experience”; they have completely reworked what we collectively 

conceive as the possibilities and limitations of our societies and humankind more 

broadly.39  

 Kern’s interdisciplinary analysis can be linked to other modern academics, most 

notably Frankfurt school critical theorist Herbert Marcuse, an intellectual figure revered 

by the Canadian New Left in the 1960s. Marcuse tackled the concept of technological 

rationality in a 1941 essay before later working the same analysis into one of his best-

known works – the One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced 

Industrial Society (1964).40 Marcuse argued that decisions to incorporate technological 

advancements into society can, once the technology is abundant, alter what is 

considered rational behavior within that very society. In this sense, we can see how the 

priorities in development have shifted with technology over time. The adoption of the 

automobile created a need for roads just as the steam engine brought about a need for 

rails, the telephone demanded street poles and so on. Thus, the rise of the automobile 

redefined the nature of behavior in North American society, making the desire for 

suburban sprawl a seemingly rational goal for planners. It is only through the 

abundance of the private vehicle that suburbanization became viable, and modern 

urban landscapes were profoundly transformed in the pursuit of a commuter strategy. 
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It is becoming ever more apparent that democratization of car culture should be 

regarded as a major historical event. Christopher W. Wells has broached the subject in 

his comprehensive environmental history Car Country.41 In his book Wells outlines the 

transformative role that the car has had on changing not only technological and societal 

ecosystems, but also the North American mind. The machine has an undying exaltation 

in American and Canadian society and a vast landscape exists that has been formed to 

facilitate its operation, often at the expense of the pedestrian, leaving no other 

conceivable alternative available. Car Country traces the development of the car from 

the dawn of the motor age into the early suburban period. Wells’ history highlights the 

role auto dependency has had on developing the basic geographic and social fabric of 

America. In his discussion of suburbanization, Wells approaches American culture as 

one firmly rooted in a dependence on auto-mobility; a type of Fordist consumer’s 

republic transfixed on a utopic vision of a commercially and family focused zones. The 

most valuable takeaway from Wells’ book is his approach to the automobile not just as a 

utility machine, but as a historical agent in its own right. 

 American and Canadian urban built environments are comparable due to a 

shared deference towards the mobility and liberation that the automobile have provided. 

It’s important to note a major difference in periodization since the first Canadian 

factories didn’t boom as early as their American counterparts, Canadian society saw 

widespread technological integration slightly later.42 Governments in both countries 
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have gleefully pursued automobile infrastructure projects with great public support, with 

Toronto and the province of Ontario being no exception. That said, one major difference 

exists in the jurisdiction of freeway development – federal funding and planning of road 

development was far more prevalent in the American context. While the Canadian 

federal government only directly financed one major automotive artery, the 

TransCanada Highway, the federal government in the United States has overseen the 

creation of massive interstate freeway system that forms the backbone of U.S. transit.43 

As a result, city expressways and rural arteries in Canada are “artifacts of provincial and 

local governments” rather than of a federal body.44  As the scale of planner’s 

deliberation grew larger, the more detached they become from the effect on the street 

level, removing elements of civic engagement that would be given precedence in an 

alternative, localized arrangement.  
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Modernity 
 

The far-reaching changes to Toronto’s built environment all occurred under the 

auspices of modernity, an awkward term that carries numerous meanings as a historical 

descriptor. Modern can mean all kinds of ideas, eras, objects, art, designs and so on. 

The ‘modern’ is reliant on broader context with relation to other phenomenon throughout 

history. The word itself has its roots in Latin and French where it roughly translates to 

“just now”; a representation of discontinuity with the past. Charles Baudelaire first 

coined the phrase “modernity” in his poetic vignettes of an industrial Paris.45 Writing 

during the second French empire that ruled from 1852-1870, Baudelaire gave 

description to life throughout Haussmanization; a vast expansion of public works and 

urban renewal undertaken by appointees of the Bonapartist regime. Baudelaire’s Paris 

was marked by comprehensive and persistent demolition of medieval neighborhoods, 

widening of roads, annexation of suburban hinterland and expansion of critical 

infrastructure. Designed to arrest degradation, the prototypical urban renewal project 

spawned grandiose boulevards that would prove to be massively unpopular among 

critics that tired of endless construction and the loss of a heritage aesthetic and way of 

life.46  

The poet Baudelaire saw the modern experience as one of rising inequality 

where the poor were living in a city designed by, and for, the rich. Both bourgeois 
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flâneur and impoverished rag-picker faced a sense of overwhelming historical 

disconnect in one of the world’s largest metropolis. Despite such a discrepancy in actual 

social experiences, modernity was shared across the whole spectrum of life. Baudelaire 

presented the modern as a mode of being with heightened sensitivity to the 

distinctiveness of the present and a confident optimism towards technology and the 

future.  

Urban modernism has been studied as a social phenomenon accompanying 

industrial capitalism by writers throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Founder of the school of urban sociology, Max Weber, is credited with the rise of 

Modernization theory around the turn of the century. Weber’s ideas explore how the 

perception of ‘pre-modern’ or ‘traditional’ societies transform into ‘modern’ ones. Within 

this framework social progress is attained through increased rationalization and a 

rejection of traditional and cultural beliefs.47 For example, in Toronto an 1897 city 

referendum overturned a blue law preventing TRC streetcars from running on Sundays. 

This change came merely 6 years after the company’s licence to operate was granted, 

a testament to the pace at which rationality was eclipsing tradition in the city.48 Weber 

would argue that it is from these types of processes that the broad cultural effects of 

urbanization and industrialization can be observed. A revolutionary new way of thinking 

imparted cultural changes to urban society as it reordered thinking away from tradition 

and towards logic and reason. 
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Weber’s colleague, Georg Simmel, published The Metropolis and Mental Life 

from Berlin in 1903. Metropolis was Simmel’s highly influential study into the effects of a 

large city on the mind of the individual. Simmel argued that the urban environment of 

modernity has been marked by constant change, and to make sense of this, the 

inhabitant begins to prioritize empirical judgement and logic while suppressing 

emotional reasoning. Simmel further suggested that this type of rationality manifests 

itself as urban occupants adopt a metaphysical buffer to deal with the intensification of 

stimuli. 49 The rise of matter-of-factness, science and rationality are recurrent themes in 

the modern city; especially juxtaposed against a sense of romanticism and community   

associated with rural environs. The rise of positivist philosophy, applying quantifiable 

evidence to design government structures, social doctrine and “progressive” reform 

generally, had become widely accepted as the normal and logical means to 

manufacture human advancement. Simmel argued that the positivist approach to 

modernity – making foundational changes to longstanding hierarchies in politics, 

religion, morality and economics – actually provided new constraints for the individual 

and were thus accompanied by acts of resistance. This struggle of independence was 

described as the “resistance of the individual to being levelled, swallowed up in the 

social-technological mechanism”.50 

The influence that positivist ideals have had in shaping a collective perception of 

modernity has also been explored extensively by French historian and philosopher 
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Michel Foucault. Much like Simmel, Foucault noted how an emphasis on empirical 

reasoning has dominated our understanding of modernity and progress; how a hyper-

scientific approach to thinking has been a crucial force in the advancement of societies 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In his work Foucault regularly 

examines how positivism is manifest in urban governance through the power relations 

extant in modern capitalist systems. When comparing the governance of contemporary 

society to that of the classical and renaissance periods, Foucault presents a 

realignment of modern political power during the European enlightenment. He writes 

that industrialized society has been ordered to the logic of a bourgeois middle-class elite 

rather than a monarchic nobility, and as such has a different set of values and social 

agenda.51 For Foucault these ideals were realized through their manifestation in modern 

liberal governance. The nation-state and widespread adoption of its constituent 

institutions – modern bureaucracy built upon representative democracy. 

Some of Foucault’s most brilliant writing on modernity deals with 

professionalization of the economy through a hierarchical structure of scientific and 

technological management. Increased faith in a supposedly free market economy – 

seemingly understood to operate as a natural science – has been guarded by 

professionals and governed by the conventions of empirical rationality. As business 

grew and a new economy based on the stock market was emerging, labour 

concentrated in city regions. As such, employment was a major factor emboldening both 

individuals and capital to gravitate towards urban centers. The concentration of urban 
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employment drew large populations of people away from agrarian spaces into a new 

lifestyle through urban capitalism and an increasingly financialized market economy.52  

The intersection of economic modernization and urban life in North America is 

the crux of scholar Marshall Berman’s famous book All That is Solid Melts to Gold. 

Berman, who came of age during Robert Moses’ 1950s urban renewal of New York, 

saw the ongoing process of modernity taking place on the streets of Manhattan. This 

was a moment in time dominated by a codified “raze and rebuild” spirit, where experts 

supervised the destruction of entire city blocks to make way for colossal superhighways 

and interconnected urban expressway schemes; all in the name of systemic 

rearrangement and betterment. The modernist planners attempt at forging a “brave new 

future” forewent any reasonable civic consultation. Highlighting the contradictions 

inherent to modernist development, Berman’s attempt to make sense of modernity is 

perhaps best summed up in the following quotation. 

To be modern is to live a life of paradox and contradiction. It is to be 
overpowered by the immense bureaucratic organizations that have the power to 
control and often to destroy all communities, values, lives; and yet to be 
undeterred in our determination to face these forces, to fight to change the world 
and make it our own. It is to be both revolutionary and conservative.53 

 

The first major critic of established modern North American urban design was 

journalist, author and activist Jane Jacobs. Jacobs had moved to the Lower West Side 

of Manhattan in 1934 when she was 18 years old. Settling in Greenwich Village, a 
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neighbourhood that didn’t quite conform to the city’s grid plan, she attended Columbia 

University’s general studies program for two years and later became a freelance writer. 

After attaining bylines for Vogue, the New York Herald and Q Magazine, she secured a 

full-time job at Iron Age magazine. While at Iron Age in 1943, she wrote on numerous 

topics including equal pay for women and rights for workers to organize. Her 1943 

article on economic decline in her hometown Scranton, Pennsylvania proved to be the 

most influential. The publication was read widely and proved effective when the Murray 

Corporation proceeded to build a warplane factory in Scranton, leading Jacobs to 

petition the War Production Board to consider more operations in the city.54 

After the war Jacobs became a feature writer for Amerika, a publication of the 

state department. When it was announced that the paper was moving its operations to 

Washington D.C. in 1952, Jacobs quit and took a job at Architectural Forum.55 As an 

outlet of Henry Luce’s massive Time Inc. media company, her job at Architectural 

Forum gave Jacobs privileged exposure to elite interests and their modernist agenda. In 

1954, she was assigned to write an investigative article about “urban blight” in 

Philadelphia. She alarmed her editors when her review of Edmund Bacon’s new 

development was highly critical. She saw the urban renewal process underway in 

Philadelphia as a direct threat to the community and lives of residents, and specifically 

noted how little care or attention the planners were paying to poor African American 

populations that were most affected by the disruption. 
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Jacob’s best-known target was construction czar and ‘power broker’ of New York 

City Robert Moses.56 Her first public indictment of Moses’ planning ethos came in the 

form of a 1958 essay titled “Downtown Is for People” that appeared in Fortune 

Magazine. Her controversial stance drew the ire of established architectural critics and 

urban planners who supported urban renewal. The Fortune article was written to raise 

awareness for an ongoing protest against Moses’ plan to extend 5th Avenue through 

Washington Square Park. Had it been realized; the road would have eliminated the park 

itself as well as the surrounding houses and businesses, entirely altering the landscape 

of the family neighbourhood. The movement was able to curry support from a number of 

notable figures including John Lindsay, a congressman and future New York City 

mayor, as well as Eleanor Roosevelt, the former first lady who resided in the area. 

Her article in Fortune put Jacobs on the radar of the Humanities Division at the 

Rockefeller Foundation. The foundation had recently made a deliberate move towards 

urban topics, sponsoring the Urban Design Studies program from the mid-1950s to the 

mid-1960s.57 In 1958 the foundation offered her funding to produce a critical study of 

city planning and urban life in the United States. Jacobs spent three years conducting 

research and writing drafts at The New School for Social Research and in 1961 

Random House published her final product, The Death and Life of Great American 

Cities.  
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With its discussion centered around the Greenwich Village of the 1950s and 

1960s, Death and Life greatly impacted the modern urban renewal scene. In her book 

Jacobs pushed for an ecological approach to planning that recognized the city as a 

“living, breathing organism”.58 While she had no formal planning training, she rooted her 

arguments in a common sense that had been informed by everyday observances on the 

street. She advanced many terms such as “social capital”, "mixed primary uses", and 

"eyes on the street", which have all been adopted into the vernacular of urbanists and 

sociologists.59 

Having previously helped bring an end to the 5th Avenue extension plan in New 

York, she presented a scathing intellectual critique of what was labelled “orthodox city 

planning”. Jacobs wrote off all the practitioners of modernist city planning as forwarding 

a pseudoscience, slicing deep in the foundational ideas of grand modernist architects. 

Death and Life was an attempt to wrangle control back away from the elite world of city 

planning, making it accessible to the masses and encouraging structural reform to the 

process of urban design. She lodged her first criticism against Ebenezer Howard’s 

Garden City – a British urban design plan that involved spreading the city into a series 

of decentralized zones. The Garden City movement was meant to reorder urban space 

into distinct bands of usage, each individually designated for industry, residence, 

commerce and culture. Jacobs suggested that Garden City ideas actually destroyed 

cities by purging the complexity, diversity and multiple uses needed for a community to 
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thrive. She viewed planners inspired by Howard as entirely paternalistic, pre-

determining the needs of city residents while remaining ignorant to the “intricate, multi-

faceted cultural life of the metropolis”.60 She claimed that Howard presented the city as 

a simplistic fantasy that belies the true nature of messy complexity that underpinned city 

life. Jacobs suggests that a foundational element of modernist planning rested upon 

Howard’s rejection of the very nature of a bustling city itself.  

A distinctly American approach to purging cities of urban decay was pioneered 

by Daniel Burnham who led the City Beautiful movement. Burnham believed that 

placing monuments along a central mall or boulevard to promote a harmonious social 

order and increase the quality of life. Jacobs viewed Burnham’s idea as a fruitless 

attempt to force urbanity around areas that provided no real residential or commercial 

utility. Driven by a desire to completely remake the city with monuments, Burnham was 

criticized for being overly concerned with aesthetics at the expense of social reform. 

Jacobs referred to the movement as an “architectural design cult”.61  

But perhaps the most famous urban modernist of the early twentieth century that 

Jacobs took issue with was Le Corbusier. Corbusier’s Radiant City translated Howard’s 

Garden City into a vertical format to allow for greater density. The skyscrapers in the 

central core would be surrounded with greenspace to enable suburban residential living. 

Jacobs made the observation that while Corbusier’s ideas on high rises and density 

were indicative of housing necessity and futuristic planning, they failed to address the 
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culture and emotion that powered urban interaction. Beyond this point, she saw the 

suburbs in Radiant plan as “inherently parasitic, economically and socially, because 

they live off the answers found in cities”.62 She viewed the majority of modern North 

American cities as a series of bad carbon copies of Corbusier’s Radiant City. In an 

attempt to reach Corbusier’s more perfect end there have been numerous urban 

renewal projects – bulldozing poor neighbourhoods to replace them with low-income 

housing or to construct highways. Jacobs suggests that there is an inherent design flaw 

to the Radiant City as it fails to foster any sense of common civic decency; she posits 

that inequality and crime isn’t as frequent in diverse, multi-use areas with continual foot 

traffic. 

Jacob’s outspoken rejection of the status quo made her the enemy of many rich 

and powerful men. She was criticized for being a “militant dame” and a “housewife”.63 

Planners saw her as an amateur who was stepping on toes in a discipline she wasn’t 

qualified to speak on. Perhaps this outsider status allowed her to pick up on a very 

basic theme that was being overlooked in the new form of city planning – an intense 

dislike of density and diversity in the city. Essentially, planners were precluding a sense 

of disgust with the city itself. Jacobs believed that her critics had failed to observe and 

respect the cities within which they were operated. They reshaped the needs of 
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residents without consultation and replaced the existing built environment with one that 

had no basis or relationship with the existing milieu. 

Jacobs wondered why city planners believed that “city people seek the sight of 

emptiness, obvious order and quiet” when she felt very strongly that the opposite was 

the case.64 She believed that the chatter, chaos and density were essential to forming 

the complex “street ballet” of modern urban experience. Jacobs alternative to the 

existing state of affairs was to celebrate complexity and she encouraged planners to 

adopt four new rules that would resurrect the urban landscape in cities that have “died” 

at the hands of modernists. They were as follows: 

1. Districts should be multi-use. 

2. Short blocks should be constructed to produce a varied experience. 

3. Buildings of certain ages, types and states of repair should exist in 

proximity to one another. 

4. The city must have a high density, and diverse people to foster idea 

sharing and community building. 

 

Jacobs identified the most dangerous strain of modern planning dogma being 

prevalent in the traffic engineering profession. She argued that these experts have 

historically leaned into a warped empirical rationality to justify the mass construction of 

roads to address traffic problems – a solution that only encourages further automobile 
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use and thus more traffic.65 In Dark Age Ahead, she posits that traffic management, as 

a minor branch of engineering, “is given the benefit of the doubt”, relying far too heavily 

on the trust and admiration that we grant other applied science.66 What these 

professionals were really doing, she claims, is regurgitating formulaic approaches to 

modernity with little capacity for complexity or minutiae. Jacobs seethes that traffic 

engineers have abandoned and betrayed truthful science; they have been corrupted by 

accreditation and credentialing instead of proper education or scientific inquiry.67 

Contracted to solve problems by those in power, most supervisors place an 

understandable faith in a top-down governance structure. While the aspiration is to do 

something grand and veraciously progressive, these elitist projects are often imitative of 

other failed systems. Jacobs has said that Toronto’s elaborate University Avenue 

boulevard is imitative of many malls, just as the Spadina highway plan was imitative of 

many expressways in cities all over the western world.  

The conceptual underpinnings for the great roadway plans that Jacobs warned 

against can be found across both European and North American modernity. The 

Boulevard Book is a study of these lavish throughways that have been constructed over 

the past couple of centuries. Unlike in Europe, North American boulevards offer very 

small walkways for pedestrians that effectively hamstring public interaction and brick-

                                                        
65 A phenomenon known as the Braess’ Paradox tells us that this is a backwards and fruitless attempt. As 
more highways are constructed, areas actually see more traffic due to incenvitized car use.  
 
R. Steinberg and W.I. Zangwill “The Prevalence of Braess’ Paradox” Transportation Science 17, no. 3, 
(1983) 301. 
66 Jane Jacobs, Dark Age Ahead, (New York: Vintage Books, 2005), 70.  
67 Jacobs, Dark Age Ahead, 72. 
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and-mortar commercial success. Instead of beautiful, ornate pedestrian space, 

emphasis on multi-lane traffic has dominated the design of main streets in North 

American cities. The authors of the study explore how recommendations against 

pedestrian boulevards by North American traffic engineers had very little basis in 

rational thought, underscoring the critique of the modern planning ideology that Jane 

Jacobs finds so troubling.  

 Throughout the 1960s Jacobs maintained her activism against Robert Moses’ 

plans for Manhattan, building on her previous resistance to the expansion of 5th Avenue 

through Washington Square Park. Her most important charge was against the Lower 

Manhattan Expressway (LOMEX), a 10-lane artery that would have run through the 

southern section of the city’s central island. The highway’s imposition would have 

eliminated many neighbourhoods including but not limited to SoHo, Chinatown, Little 

Italy and Jacobs’ own Greenwich Village. Jacobs chaired the committee to stop the 

LOMEX, partly due to her previous success in stopping the Washington Square park, 

and partly because of her high profile as a planning critic following the publication of 

Death and Life. 

 The committee organized protests, rallies and meetings and by 1962 city officials 

had been convinced to block the project. When plans to revive the LOMEX resurfaced 

in the late-1960s Jacobs maintained her staunch opposition, even leading to her arrest 

at a protest in 1968.68 Protest against the LOMEX and Washington Square extension 

are widely seen as civic victories against the concentrated power of Moses’ top-down 
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and elitist plan to restructure and “renew” the city. Jacobs’ legacy is remembered as one 

dedicated to preserving an organic modern urban experience through the safeguarding 

of small-scale neighbourhood life. For those who supported her opposition to 

entrenched elite interests, she gave voice to those being shut out of planning meetings 

at city hall.  

 Having helped to save many Manhattan communities from erasure in the 

decades prior, Jacobs left New York in 1968 bound for Toronto where she carried her 

spirit of civic activism until her death in 2006. 69 When she arrived in her new Toronto 

neighbourhood, the Annex, she found her adopted community under threat from a 

similarly high modernist expressway scheme. She grouped together with other leaders 

of the Toronto intellectual elite who resided in the surrounding areas to apply her 

critiques and organizational prowess in a new Canadian context. Jacobs’ role in the 

protest against the Spadina Expressway is discussed in detail in the fourth section of 

this essay. 

As a young city, far younger than Baudelaire’s Paris, Simmel’s Berlin or 

Berman’s Manhattan, Toronto experienced growth along similar lines to North American 

cities in its age bracket; Vancouver, Chicago, Atlanta, Dallas, and Phoenix for example. 

In dealing with post-war demographic trends, bureaucrats looked to scientism to 

address the pressing need to plan and organize urbanized spaces to better serve the 

public. History has shown that the elevation of the planning profession to something 

                                                        
69 It is widely assumed that the reason for the Jacobs family relocation to Canada was an attempt to help 
her two draft-age sons from having the serve in the Vietnam War -- similar to many other Americans 
fleeing the country during this period. 
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resembling physical science has been a powerful tool in the justification of top-down 

urban renewal projects. As a result, much slum clearance, displacement and destruction 

of small-scale neighbourhood life has been undertaken without any reasonable checks 

or balance. In many cases this type of thinking has been manifest itself in the pursuit of 

grand expressway schemes borne of attempts to ease traffic congestion for the 

suburbs. 

Attempts by bureaucratic institutions to centrally plan, manufacture and 

implement massive technological and social progress is often referred to as “high 

modernism”.70 With a steadfast conviction in scientific and economic innovation, high 

modernists place emphasis on rendering complex environments and concepts legible 

and digestible. In Seeing Like a State political scientist and anthropologist James Scott 

writes that high modernism is “the belief that the bureaucratic planner with a map … 

knows best and can move humans and their lives around the territory as on a 

chessboard, and so create utopia”.71 Scott asserts that endeavors to implement high 

modernist planning often takes root in authoritarian states with weak civil societies; 

almost universally to the detriment of populations residing within them. The implication 

within Scott’s work is that these projects are condemned to failure in capitalist 

democracies due to a lack of absolute political authority. The framework is undoubtedly 

valuable in understanding how governmental will to direct modernist change can be 

                                                        
70 James C. Scott. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008). 
71 Scott, Seeing like a State. 
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executed. However, the concept of authoritarian high modernism has obvious 

shortcomings when applied to liberal North American society throughout the Cold War. 

Historian Daniel MacFarlane has “recalibrated” Scott’s concept of high 

modernism to account for megaprojects pursued by the state in Canada’s post-war 

liberal democracy. Plans enacted by various levels of the Canadian government were 

reliant on approval from civil society, opening a dialogue between citizens and 

bureaucrats through a process that MacFarlane calls “negotiated high modernism”.72 

Without the political capital or the coercive might to force through policies in the way a 

totalitarian regime could, the Canadian state needed to constantly “mediate and 

legitimate” its own authority. Looking specifically at the St. Lawrence Seaway and 

Power Project, he writes that various levels of government were forced to “repeatedly 

adapt, negotiate and manufacture consent in order to achieve a veneer of democratic 

legitimacy”.73 MacFarlane argues that the St. Lawrence project was ultimately an 

exercise in governmental control. Planners were not interested in the interests of 

individual constituents so much as they were interested in realizing a “socially and 

ecologically imperialist undertaking that followed the dictates of industry, big business, 

and modern capitalism”.74 It is through the legitimizing process of consultation that the 

                                                        

72 Daniel MacFarlane Negotiating a River: Canada, the US, and the creation of the St. Lawrence Seaway 
(Vancouver, University of British Columbia Press, 2014). 
73 Daniel MacFarlane, “Negotiated High Modernism: Canada and the St. Lawrence Seaway and Power 
Project.” Paper presented at the Science, Technology and the Modern in Canada Conference, Toronto, 
Ontario, April 2015. 
74 MacFarlane, Negotiating a River, 178. 
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interested parties were able to carry out the proposed high modernist vision of the  

St. Lawrence Waterway. 

Given the longstanding usage of the waterway, the early twentieth century would 

see many developers interested in expanding the route and growing the communities 

and the economy of the Great Lakes region. The St. Lawrence plans centred around 

deepening the water system to open the channel to ocean-faring vessels as well as 

allowing for the implementation of a hydropower project. Both Canadian and the United 

States governments commissioned groups to study potential plans and by the 1920s 

the Wooten-Bowden Report and International Joint Commission both recommended the 

project be undertaken. In 1932 the United States and Canada signed a treaty of intent 

to pursue the project – but this failed to attain the necessary two-thirds majority for 

ratification in the United States Senate. Throughout the 1930s subsequent agreements 

to construct the waterway fell through due to provincial opposition to the project by 

leaders in Ontario and Quebec, and a perceived lack of interest from the federal 

government in the United States. 

Despite this opposition, international negotiations continued and by 1941 Prime 

Minister Mackenzie King and President Roosevelt signed another agreement to build 

the joint hydro and navigation works. This time the agreement again failed to be ratified 

in the United States Congress. In the post-war the seaway was still considered to be a 

priority for the Canadian government and an impatience was beginning to surround the 

discussion. In 1951 Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent advised President Truman that 

Canada was no longer willing to wait for American cooperation and would build the 
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project alone; the Canadian Parliament would authorize the Saint Lawrence Seaway 

Authority three months later. 

As the hydropower project required intensive damming, the new waterway would 

vastly alter water levels throughout the region and thus bilateral cooperation was a 

necessity. The first major American commitment to the vision was made in 1954 when 

President Eisenhower signed the Wiley-Dondero Seaway Act, authorizing joint 

construction and establishing the Saint Lawrence Seaway Development Corporation as 

a U.S. authority to mirror the Canadian organization. By 1959 the Seaway was formally 

opened when Queen Elizabeth II and President Eisenhower sailed along the passage in 

the royal yacht HMY Britannia. In its completion, the St. Lawrence project been 

constructed at a total cost of $470 million; $336.2 million of which had been paid out of 

Canadian coffers.75 

In south-eastern Ontario, Quebec, and on the U.S. side of the border, thousands 

of residents were relocated when entire villages, farms and cemeteries were 

submerged.  These people were relocated to newly planned towns of Ingleside and 

Long Sault as well as in new subdivisions surrounding the Cornwall area. MacFarlane 

presents the elitist motivations of those who designed the project, asserting that the 

politicians, scientists and engineers involved maintained a deeply flawed view of 

                                                        
75 Infrastructure Canada, History of the Saint Lawrence Seaway. Ottawa, Ontario. Archived May 2008. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20080625044719/http://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/research-
recherche/result/alt_formats/pdf/hm05_e.pdf  
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progress. They viewed “nature as something to be controlled and ordered through 

technology with little to no consideration of the wider environmental impact”.76 

Negotiated high modernism is a particularly useful refinement of Scott’s original 

concept as it accounts for the social and political reality that existed in Canada after the 

Second World War. This paper will go on to explore how the modern city was 

conceptualized in Toronto through professionalized planning and the resulting 

manifestation of top down governance in expressway development. Attempts to 

radically reorder the city is a hallmark of Toronto’s post-war history as it chased 

development goals informed by a series of centrally planned maps and schemes. There 

was a vast reorganization of Toronto’s space to facilitate the city’s regional growth as it 

underwent an extraordinary post-war boom.  
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Chapter Three - Regional Thinking 
 

Professional Planning  
 

Before the Second World War, there was no centralized body to oversee and 

control Toronto’s regional growth. This changed in 1942 when the Toronto City Planning 

Board was founded at the behest of Toronto’s city council. The planning boards that had 

previously existed were temporary in nature and formed to deal with specific issues in 

isolated areas. The establishment of a permanent planning board in the 1940s was a 

watershed moment in Toronto’s history of top-down planning. The planning board 

enjoyed independent authority from city council, “thereby reflecting the general belief 

that planning needed to be done at some distance away from political decision-

making”.77 

Council called seven “publicly-spirited and property-owning citizens” to the board, 

most of whom were prominent businessmen.78 The first action of this new board of 

unelected officials was to assemble an Advisory Technical Committee that would 

provide consultation, making up for the board members’ lack of professional experience 

in urban planning. The planning board had initially hoped to secure an iconic 

international planner, yet this search was fruitless as the planners they contacted, 

mostly Americans, requested too much money and couldn’t commit enough time to 

                                                        
77 Sewell, The Shape of the Suburbs, 30. 
78 The Minute Book of the City Planning Board (February 9, 15, 23, 1943), City of Toronto Archives, 
Fonds 2032, Series 719. 
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Toronto project. Lacking the resources to bring a star planner into the project, the board 

moved forward by appointing local Toronto men to the Technical Committee.  

Of these planners, two had extensive training in civic engineering from Ontario 

universities, and were engaged in the development of urban design as partners at a 

consulting firm during the interwar. Norman Wilson had worked on extensive public 

transit planning in American cities, and Arthur Bunnell had been an executive of the 

American Society of Planning Officials in the years leading up to the war.79 Bunnell and 

Wilson were joined on the Technical Committee by Tracy LeMay, an aging Englishman 

who had been employed as a surveyor for the city for over 30 years, working his way up 

to the position of planning director. LeMay had been appointed chief surveyor of the city 

in the 1920s so by the time the new board formed in 1942 he was already an 

established figure in structuring of Toronto’s development.80 To help bolster the 

Committee’s access to international modes of urban organization, the board hired 

Italian-trained architect Eugene Faludi. Faludi had been working in leading architectural 

circles of Europe during the 1930s and was a crucial force in bringing modern planning 

to Toronto. As a Jewish man, Faludi had been compelled to flee Italy in the years before 

the war, first to England and then to Toronto.81 

After around 6 months of review, the Technical Committee’s first major plan was 

released in 1943 as the “Master Plan for Toronto and Environs”. This plan was only the 

                                                        
79 Richard White, “Toronto, an American City: Aspects of its postwar planning, 1940-1960.” American 
Review of Canadian Studies 44, no. 1, (2014) 68-81. 
80 Sewell, The Shape of the Suburbs, 34. 
81 Richard White. “The Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horsehoe in Historical Perspective”, Neptis 
Foundation, December 2007. 
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third regional document of its kind in North America during the first half of the twentieth 

century. It was also the first plan that was fully publicly funded –both the 1909 Chicago 

and 1923 New York regional plans were underwritten by private developers.82 The initial 

master plan for the city was not the first report regarding traffic, housing and land use, 

but it marked the shift towards a comprehensive attitude towards urban planning. Major 

elements of the plan included a hard urban boundary, an interconnected regional 

highway system, Canada’s first subway, renewal of inner-city slum neighbourhoods as 

well as a green belt and massive civic square at Bay Street and Queen Street.83 

Richard White has highlighted the American influence that swayed the planners, noting 

how pictures of Detroit’s inner-city expressways were included in the drafting 

documents as well as analysis of subway developments in Boston and Chicago. This 

collection of American material was so profound that the Italian committee-member 

Faludi suggested a meeting to review these American case studies in their entirety.84 

By the early 1940s, Toronto was home to a number of large wartime industries, 

situated mostly by the waterfront and rail tracks. These facilities brought in raw material, 

shipped out products, and employed thousands of workers.85 Many of these employees 

sought residence in an easily commutable proximity to their place of work. Toronto’s 

civic leaders feared for Toronto’s future in the post-war; there was an urgent need for 

metropolitan coordination of physical infrastructure, land use, transportation and 

housing. At the same time, the war had made Canadians more accepting of state 

                                                        
82 Sewell, The Shape of the Suburbs, 34. 
83 The civic square is where the Toronto City Hall was later built in 1965. 
84 White, “Toronto, An American City.” use quotation marks in the abbreviated title” 
85 White, Golden Horseshoe in Historical Perspective. 
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intervention. Government intervention was widespread during the war – setting prices, 

selling bonds, rationing, allotting resources and controlling labour markets. Government 

planners believed that the disruption of the employment market as well as other major 

changes brought on by the war would constitute an overall reconstruction of the 

economy after the wars conclusion.86 This was largely conferred through the Bretton 

Woods agreements that would see Keynesian economic ideals of government 

intervention thrust into mainstream policy applications across the western capitalist 

world. This approach to governance was evident all the way down to the municipal 

sphere where Toronto’s civic minds established a board to study the environment and 

devise a plan for its future growth.  

The Environs Plan was based on a philosophy that maintained universal claims 

as to what was best for the broader urban environment, and it was a material outcome 

of a regional thinking that had existed within the Toronto political arena for some time. 

Toronto’s borders had already grown to appropriate proto-suburbs like the aptly named 

Annex, and later Yorkville, around the turn of the century; and there had been talk of 

further border expansions during the interwar period. As the residential areas of the city 

were sprawling away from the inner core, this new reality was reflected as a major 

development goal in the 1943 plan. Accordingly, trains were being replaced by cars as 

the mode of transit at the forefront of planner’s minds; the Environs Plan promoted 

widespread construction of highways across the city to match the anticipated demand 

for suburban housing in what would be a greater Toronto. 
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The Advisory Technical Committee’s visionary plan brought international urban 

planning trends to the table and adapted them for a local context. It was primarily four 

men, their colleagues and successors, that decided the “best use” of city land. 

Concerns about high population density, housing shortages, class intermingling, green 

space, and commerce contributed to the need for a master plan to control outward 

growth. The creation of the 1943 plan was a critical moment in Toronto’s urban history 

as it is the earliest aggregate regional survey conducted by the government, providing a 

cornerstone upon which the rest of Toronto’s planning work was built. The Environs 

Plan was designed to rebuild an aging transportation and housing infrastructure and 

ensure an efficient, working use of space. Of principal consideration for planners was a 

harmonious distribution of employment opportunities and residential areas. 87 Because 

the planners greatly underestimated Toronto’s future growth, the plan eschewed higher 

density and granted vast zoning allowances for cheaper, more rural land in order to 

facilitate suburban settlement.  

 The pre-eminence of the automobile within the system comes as no surprise 

since the Queen Elizabeth Way, the first major expressway in the Toronto region, was 

constructed in the 1930s as a depression relief project. The provincial initiative 

connected Toronto to Hamilton and the Niagara region, linking several regional 

economic hubs to Ontario’s capital. To address mobility in the modern age, Ontario road 

planners were sent around the world, even visiting Nazi Germany to study the autobahn 
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network that had been completed in the decade prior.88 At the commencement of the 

Second World War Toronto’s existing road system was inadequate, with automobiles 

operating well above the carrying capacity – experts suggested the existing street 

system was overloaded by 30%.89 By 1943 traffic had already become a massive 

preoccupation for planners and they rightly recognized a need to improve coordinated 

mobility across the city. They believed that the greatest way to achieve this end was a 

Detroit-style network of urban expressways. 

Of the plan’s thirteen pages of written text in the Master Plan for Toronto and 

Environs, five of them deal exclusively with adapting the city towards automobile use. 

The planners proposed a new framework of “superhighways” that would be accessible 

from any part of the city and connect to the existing provincial highway undertakings. 

They suggested the separation of traffic types as street car and pedestrian usage 

“destroys highway efficiency”.90 As a result, five different superhighways were 

suggested and labeled A,B,C,D and E. All were conceived to connect Toronto with 

broader regional economic and transportation networks – the nascent St. Lawrence 

Waterway Plan included. Another interesting result of the planners’ desire to separate 

automobile traffic was the insistence of the Yonge subway system that would push 

mass transit underground and well away from street level traffic.  

                                                        
88 Richard White, Planning Toronto: the Planners, the Plans, their Legacies, 1940-1980 (Vancouver, 
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89 Toronto Planning Board, The Master Plan for the City of Toronto and Environs., December 31, 1943. 
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(TABLE 4 – THE 1943 PLAN FOR TORONTO AND ITS ENVIRONS ) 
This is the map produced by the Toronto Planning Board under the supervision of leMay and 
Faludi. Note that the conversion of farm land to new residential space is denoted as yellow, 
while the highway grid looks much like the plan from 1959 reflected in figure 1. Many of the 
superhighways are placed through Toronto’s ravines in an attempt to productively utilize 
greenspace. (City of Toronto Archives) 
 

 

A plan of this magnitude was absolutely necessary to deal with the economic 

expansion and urban population growth that had been brought on by the Second World 

War. The board wrote that “the political boundaries of the City [bore] no relation to the 

social and economic life of its people”; the master plan was a way to “co-ordinate the 

physical development of the Metropolitan Area as one geographic, economic and social 
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unit.”91  The plan was designed to be a flexible instrument, considering the “changing 

modes of life of the people, advancements in science, art and technology, and the most 

recent developments in vehicular and aerial transportation”.92 The planners considered 

the plan to be a viable tool on which development could be governed for the next 30 

years – fewer than that, and there would be a lack of foresight, and going beyond it 

would be an impractical overreach.  

 Planners wrote that there was “sufficient industry established” to provide work at 

the present war-time peak of industrial employment, making the argument that zoning 

priorities should be fixed on the provision of more housing. The planners were entirely 

cognizant of the destruction required to complete this vision. They wrote that at “no very 

distant date widespread demolition will become most desirable if not essential” 

continuing that the planned reconstruction was “necessary if the objects of the Master 

Plan are to be upheld”.93 This destruction refers not only to urban renewal projects 

targeting slums, but also the destruction necessary to clear way for expressways and 

make suburban living viable. 

Essential to the environs vision was the requirement for different districts of the 

Toronto region to interact seamlessly with one another. The environs planners sought to 

rearrange the distribution of employment opportunities and residential areas, connecting 

them through highways in the city’s ravine system that would miraculously also serve as 

a greenspace. It was a plan altogether governed by the logic of automobility and clearly 
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inspired by the divisional nature of Howard’s Garden City and Corbusier’s Radiant City 

plans. Forecasting an increasingly suburbanized Toronto, planners saw no alternative 

but to build a future cityscape dominated by five major expressways that connected 

different zones. This was a technological rationality informed by shifting attitude towards 

the new “mode of vital experience”.94 Trends towards mass automobile consumption 

and widespread suburbanization led Toronto planners to pursue a commuter-friendly 

development strategy. No rationale was provided for the city’s dependencies of highway 

despite the assurance that they would fix traffic issues – these debates were framed 

around ‘common sense’, belying the truth that more highways actually incentivized 

driving and increased traffic.  

                                                        
94 This is the phrasing that Kern uses in the Culture of Space and Time to describe the new paradigm of 
mobility.   
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Metropolitan Governance 
 

Before the Second World War, the Canadian state was not constitutionally 

equipped to deal with urban modernity. The urban issues of border expansion, traffic, 

housing and greenspace were well beyond the limited state that had existed at the start 

of the twentieth century. While the 1943 plan was created to provide the solutions to 

these problems, a political avenue through which they could be implemented did not 

exist. Under the 1867 British North-America Act, local governance was not recognized 

nor enshrined within a particular institutional framework. This seemed to make sense for 

a country largely comprised of trading settlements and rural villages. The constitution, 

drafted and approved in the British parliament, recognized municipalities as 

dependencies of the province, granting local governments only the ability to levy 

property tax.95  

It was only with the 1946 Ontario Planning Act that municipalities gained the 

power to implement binding official plans for their own jurisdiction. This was no doubt a 

direct result of both the push to expand the administrative state in the post-war period 

as well as a new planning rationality that was emerging in Toronto.96 The act provided a 

structured process by which municipalities could set general policies for development, 

enforce their land use plans, and ensure the protection of both the environment and 

                                                        
95  When the constitution was patriated in the 1980s – made Canadian rather than British – nothing was 
altered in the existing relationship between municipalities and the provinces.  
 
Jacobs, Dark Age Coming, 116. 
96An Act Respecting Planning and Development, 1946, S.O. c. 71, s. 25. 
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public health. The act was steeped in the idea that municipal planning permission was 

required to develop land – that ownership alone no longer enshrined the right to 

develop. 

At the same time, there was a pressing need for political coordination between 

the city and the Toronto region’s newly urbanizing townships of York, Etobicoke and 

Scarborough. In 1950 the City of Toronto applied to the Ontario Municipal Board (OMB) 

for an order that would have amalgamated thirteen municipalities into one large city. In 

1953 chairman of the OMB, Lorne R. Cumming, rejected the application in a report that 

instead recommended the creation of a federated, rather than amalgamated, municipal 

government. The biggest step towards formal commitment for master vision of the 

region was made later that year when Ontario Premier Leslie Frost introduced Bill 80 for 

the creation of Metropolitan Toronto to the provincial legislature. This bill established the 

incorporated Municipality of Metropolitan Toronto led by a chairman initially appointed 

by the province, but later voted on by members of the new government. 97 The 

municipalities contained within the incorporated body retained their autonomy with 

respect to local matters, and gained representation on a Metropolitan Council that would 

be responsible for the provision of services across the entirety of the metropolis.  

                                                        
97 The full list of 13 federated municipalities were as follows: the city of Toronto; the townships of North 
York, York, Scarborough, Etobicoke, and East York; the towns of Leaside, Mimico, New Toronto, and 
Weston; the villages of Forest Hill, Long Branch and Swansea. 
 
Metropolitan Toronto Pamphlet, 1957. Series 607: pamphlets relating to Toronto,. Box 458001, File 193. 
Fonds 2: City of Toronto Archives collection, City of Toronto Archives, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 
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The council was comprised of 25 members, the city of Toronto was represented 

by the Mayor, 2 Controllers and 9 Aldermen while the suburban municipalities were 

represented by 4 Mayors and 8 Reeves.98 Metro was conceived as a powerful, utilitarian 

institution whose goal was to provide the centralized management, organization and 

finances necessary for continued growth. It was a provincial directive, designed to 

consolidate control of a vital economic zone despite some pushback from hinterland 

municipalities who felt they were losing their autonomy. The Metro decision-making 

system included a two-tiered council, with power-sharing between the government of 

the old city and the mayors and reeves of the newly-incorporated townships.  This 

arrangement provided a bedrock for debate of issues from both local and regional 

perspectives – an aspect of Metro that has been hailed by some for providing balance, 

and condemned by others for causing political gridlock.  

Metro’s government was assigned the responsibility of constructing and 

maintaining road systems, although the scope of this charge was not defined explicitly 

within the initial legislation. The Metropolitan Toronto Planning Board was a vital arm of 

the new government, and over time it began to slowly inherit accountability over space 

that went beyond the previous Toronto City Planning Board’s jurisdiction. Responsibility 

for the construction and maintenance of outer municipal streets was granted through by-

law 31, which was repeatedly amended to bring more and more sections of country 

road under Metro Toronto’s purview.99 It is through this process that the land planning 
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for major projects like the Spadina expressway were transferred from the local individual 

city planning boards to the more ambitious Planning Board of Metropolitan Toronto.  

 

(TABLE 5 – THE BOUNDARIES OF THE METROPOLITAN TORONTO GOVERNMENT (1953)) 
This map displays how Toronto encompassed an area about eight times larger than the city 
proper. The thirteen municipalities that joined the federation are labeled individually. In 1998 
these boundaries would be inherited by the City of Toronto upon its amalgamation. (City of 
Toronto Culture Division) 

 

Frederick G. Gardiner was the first chairman of the Metro government. He is 

described in his biography Big Daddy as a strongly principled politician; not necessarily 

a generator of ideas but one who could bullishly push them through council.100 A 
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wealthy lawyer and former reeve of the affluent village, Forest Hill, Gardiner was 

appointed to the head position in the newly-formed government by Premier Frost who 

was a personal friend of his. Gardiner saw the Metro Toronto Planning Board as the 

“most important thing to the whole metropolitan set up” – he had resolute faith in 

experts, relying on professional planners for advice before singling out choice proposals 

for execution.101 Metro’s formation reinforced a regional vision of Toronto as a sprawling 

provincial hub that had been confined by archaic political boundaries for too long.  

Within two years the government had begun construction on the Lakeshore 

expressway, an elevated highway that ran along the edge of Lake Ontario. Towards the 

central-eastern end of the city, construction began on a new highway, the Don Valley 

Parkway (DVP). The DVP created a north-south corridor running between the 

Lakeshore route in the south and suburban developments in the north. The Lakeshore 

and Don Valley plans were outlined in the Environs plan as “Superhighway A” and 

“Superhighway C”, respectively. As the plan from 1943 was starting to materialize 

across the city, the Metro Planning Board started on redrafting the master plan to reflect 

new development goals.  

Metro’s revised plan was much broader in scale, and attempted to halt growth 

past the northern boundary of the city at Steeles Road that crossed Scarborough, North 

York and Etobicoke. The new plan, which was finalized in 1959, encouraged east-west 

development in a band across the waterfront where construction of the Lakeshore 

highway was nearing completion. Further north-south routes were added to complement 
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and reduce dependence on the DVP. This “ribbon” was considered as the primary focus 

of development and planners began preparing around it; new arteries feeding into the 

vital lakeshore thoroughfare emerged on the updated official plan.102  

 

(TABLE 6 – METROPOLITAN TORONTO’S EXPRESSWAY SCHEME (1965)) 
This map from 1965 did not contain any significant difference from the plan in 1959. Planned 
and constructed highways are highlighted in blue, and rapid transit (streetcar and subway) 
systems are outlined in red. As outlined in the text, this plan was largely an extension of the 
1943 plan and the highways form a similar path. (The Neptis Foundation) 

 

Examining the governance structure of Metro and its relationship with the 

provincial government during this period one can see a strong pattern of Provincial-
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Municipal coordination for a future based upon an automobile and the suburbs.103 Of 

particular importance to both Provincial and Metro planners were the low-density 

outlying areas that surrounded the downtown core – the inner suburbs of Etobicoke, 

Scarborough and North York. The 1959 plan was a resounding commitment to a vision 

of Toronto based upon a network of highways that would carve through the inner city’s 

neighbourhood and outwards to the existing provincial 401 highways and would-be 

suburbs. The Metropolitan Toronto expressway scheme joined a transnational league of 

other major North American cities pursuing aggressive mid-century expressway 

expansion. 

Provincial subsidy of roads had begun in 1927 but funding levels varied 

drastically over time. Initially, the Government of Ontario was earmarking 40% of the 

construction and 20% of the maintenance cost for county and suburban roads. In 1936 

the Highway Improvement Act was passed. It stated that since Toronto generated and 

attracted more traffic than it had in the past, the city must also increase its contributions 

to suburban road infrastructure. By the end of the Second World War, suburban road 

subsidy was fronted half by the province, with the remaining two quarters split between 

the city and the hinterland municipality.104 In addition to this, the city was expected to 

fund its own water and sewage services through user fees – given its dense urban core, 

service efficiency was high and Toronto had no problems paying its own way.105 In 

                                                        
103 Danielle Robinson. “Modernism at a Crossroad: The Spadina Expressway Controversy in Toronto, ON 
ca. 1960-1971”, The Canadian Historical Review 2, 92 (2011). 
104 Sewell, Shape of the Suburbs, 14. 
105 As early as 1948 Toronto Mayor Hiram MacCallum was voicing concerns about the city core paying a 
significant share of suburban development of roads, water and sewage.  
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contrast, the suburbs, which lacked the financial capacity or staff expertise to complete 

these projects alone, sought help from the Metro government which raised Toronto’s 

budgetary outflow to the hinterland. Having lost the authority to charge income tax in 

1936 and corporate tax in 1944, the city’s only real source of income was through 

property tax. As the city’s operational expenses were rising to support the suburbs, 

property tax hikes threatened to disrupt residents and business in the core city. 

While funding and organization of these essential services had previously been 

seen as a local government responsibility, the post-war provincial government was 

willing to re-evaluate its responsibility on this issue. Given that the 1946 Planning Act 

had placed limitations on septic-tank development, the resulting effect was increased 

subsidy towards big pipe development, providing massive, durable foundations that 

could withstand huge population growth. While the funding granted for provision of 

these services seems like an all-around win, some critics have suggested that the 

province was overly eager, promoting and encouraging growth that the city was unable 

to accommodate.106 The high modernist vision of Toronto was pioneered by the 

technical advisors to the city’s planning board in 1943, but later superintended by the 

Metro federation that oversaw construction across a far broader urban space from 1954 

to 1998. 

  

                                                        
Sewell, Shape of the Suburbs, 17.  
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Suburbanization 
 

Historical Geographer Richard Harris traces Toronto’s early suburban 

development to owner-built dwellings constructed on the margins of the city between 

1900 and 1950. Harris describes the process of the city’s unplanned suburban 

development as ‘Toronto’s American Tragedy’. He argues that through similarities in 

suburban development, Toronto should be regarded as a typical American city. Harris 

maintains that because U.S. and Canadian cities share a continent they have thus been 

shaped by similar economic forces: cheap land and building materials, large-scale 

immigration, rapid urban growth, a relatively high standard of living and a shared labour 

market. In this sense, the ‘American suburb’ denotes a continental, rather than national, 

experience with ‘the capitalist city’.107 Harris suggests the continental study of Canadian 

cities is important “since no city is unique, the question is not whether Toronto’s 

historically specific experience is relevant but how and in what degree.”108  

Throughout the twentieth century history of both American and Canadian urban 

development, an undisputed commitment to the tide of scientific progress is apparent. 

Evidence of household consumer technology, suburban bedroom communities and 

modernist municipal planning can be found across the entire American landscape. This 

type of low-density, single-use housing surely began in the first half of the century, but it 

didn’t hit its stride until after the Second World War when planners and developers had 

the governmental infrastructure to pursue a master plan for the city. Following Harris’ 

                                                        
107 Richard Harris. Unplanned Suburbs: Toronto’s American Tragedy 1900 to 1950 (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1996), 10. 
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history into the Metro-era, one quickly discovers that the descriptor “unplanned” is no 

longer appropriate. People needed homes and desired expansive lots, and the 

possibility of attaining this lifestyle was becoming more and more feasible for a single-

income family. The government both shaped and encouraged these changes as part of 

a broader societal reconstruction in the post-war; providing a massive boon to 

surveyors, developers, builders and lenders. The suburban phenomenon was truly an 

artificial construction backed by established power and pursued aggressively by 

developers and consumers alike. 

Harris’ history of post-war suburbs, Creeping Conformity, employs the same 

continental approach he pioneered in Unplanned Suburbs to explore the growing 

influence of the state and private powers in forming what he calls the ‘corporate 

suburbs’.109  Government intervention through amortization and zoning regulations were 

crucial to this phenomenon. A high proportion of home ownership in North America was 

financed by low interest rates guaranteed by a Keynesian government. For those too 

poor to benefit from ownership programs, subsidized housing was presented as ‘public 

housing’ in the United States and ‘assisted housing’ in Canada. These projects were 

pursued almost exclusively within the downtown core, thus furthering the phenomenon 

of freehold home ownership coinciding with suburban living. 110 

In Born at the Right Time, a history of Canadian baby boomers, Doug Owram 

looks at how Canadian society dealt with the prosperity that the wartime economic 

                                                        
109 Richard Harris, Creeping Conformity: How Canada Became Suburban. (Toronto: University of Toronto 
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boom had brought about. There had been massive job growth in financial services, 

government and secondary manufacturing. At the same time population growth spilled 

over urban regional borders due to a trend of migration to the city for work married to a 

desire for detached, single-family housing. Toronto’s low-rise landscape was beginning 

to sprawl out further and further as centrally-backed suburbanization altered the shape 

of the city.111 Driven by the National Housing Act that enshrined protection for both the 

affordability and availability of housing, the aforementioned 1946 Ontario Planning Act, 

and profits for private developers, the Toronto region progressed through the post-war 

era with wide scale subdivision of property and the building of new communities.  

 Looking at Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal and Calgary, Harris shows that 

suburbs across Canada were generic, physically and socially standardized projects tied 

to a parent city through economic means.112 As land closer to the city rose in price, 

developers moved onto land further out. At some point during this period an important 

distinction between the inner suburbs and outer suburbs emerged. As a rule, the area 

controlled by Metro could be considered ‘inner’ suburbs; the largest of these suburbs 

were Etobicoke, Scarborough and North York. The areas surrounding the Metro 

boundary are referred to as the ‘outer’ suburbs of Markham, Oshawa and Mississauga – 

an area later become known as the 905 region. As the process of suburbanization 

continued to push through to new fringes, limitations were placed on the efficacy of 

public transit; furthering the seemingly inevitability of automobile domination.  

                                                        
111 Doug Owram. Born at the Right Time: A history of the baby-boom generation, (Toronto: University of 
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The history of Hamilton, one of Toronto’s industrial satellite cities, has recently 

been compared to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania by Tracy Neumann in her book Remaking 

the Rust Belt. Neumann’s transnational history explores the sharing of ideas across a 

“global rustbelt” that spanned from Pittsburgh to West Germany. The book explores how 

consultants, mayors and planners in struggling post-industrial cities attempted to mirror 

Pittsburgh’s post-industrial planning.113 Her study suggests that while Pittsburgh gained 

federal city grants that often bypassed state-level government, Hamilton relied solely on 

provincial planners. Ontario’s planners, likely inspired by Metropolitan-Hinterland theory, 

hoped to concretize Toronto’s supremacy as an administrative and financial core of the 

Golden Horseshoe. 

The practice of separating spaces through the Canadian suburb has been 

discussed with great insight by Veronica Strong-Boag in her essay “Home Dreams.” 

Strong-Boag employs a gender analysis of “public” vs. “private” space providing insight 

into the conceptualization of traditional gender roles that were at the core of the 

suburban phenomenon. This framework is great way to look at how the divisions of 

physical space can be ordered to a societal construction of seemingly reasonable 

beliefs.114 

                                                        
113 Tracy Neumann. Remaking the Rust Belt: The Postindustrial Transformation of North America. 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 
 
114 In this context rationality is based upon preconceived notions of gendered biology, not technology.  
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Almost invariably, suburban sprawl took over farmland, traditionally worked by 

large families and seasonal workers. As it became more difficult to turn a profit in small-

scale agriculture, other options became increasingly attractive. Many retiring farmers, or 

heirs to farmland, sold their property as a means to various ends – maybe to settle 

debts or fund a nest egg. As the previously rural land was overtaken by residential 

zoning getting back and forth in the car became a necessity for those residing away 

from urban life. Commuting in an auto was a requirement for almost every single human 

activity in the suburbs, from getting groceries, to get to a job interview or even taking a 

child to school. The government’s promise of highways helped ease concerns that car 

domination would be unfeasible. 

As suburban developments have a significantly more intensive land use than 

agriculture, there was a great financial incentive for developers to purchase massive   

lots and divide them for resale. By splitting farmland into ever smaller units, planners 

manufactured communities – selling newly constructed homes to fervent dream-

seekers. The mixed-use Don Mills community in North York became Toronto’s first 

isolated experiment with the planned suburban concept. Designed and built throughout 

the 1950s, Don Mills became the eventual archetype for replication all across the 

Toronto grid.115 Housing the nuclear family within the “safe hands of mother suburbia”, 

as Strong-Boag puts it, became a priority for many people living or working in greater 

Toronto.116 The glamourized perception of the garden suburb thrived as young families 

                                                        
115 In fact, halfway through development of Don Mills, the principal backer E.P. Taylor started another 
similar project in the west end near Streetsville (Mississauga) named Erin Mills. 
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sought an idyllic escape from the vice, pollution and cramped quarters of the city. This 

idealized vision was almost uniformly grounded in the form of the detached home – 

predicated on the ownership of a generous freehold lot with large front and back 

gardens granting room for whole family.  

 

(TABLE 7 – AUTOMOBILE OWNERSHIP IN METROPOLITAN TORONTO FROM 1945 TO 1956) 
This data, collected by the municipal government and released in a 1957 report highlights the 
number of registered motor cars in the city rising from 113 thousand in 1945 to 345 thousand 
in 1956 – a three-fold increase. (The City of Toronto Archives) 
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Funded exclusively by capitalist E.P. Taylor – the Don Mills subdivision became 

the second largest project of its kind in North American history.117  Originally named a 

“model city”, the subdivision incorporated shopping plazas, schools, libraries and 

community centres surrounded by ring roads. To the city’s long-term benefit, Don Mills 

was a relatively dense suburb with lots close together; this greatly helped to keep the 

costs of service provisions from spiraling out of control.118 Inside the neighbourhood, 

there was a transit-averse system of “loopy roads” that became the norm across the 

city. North York became the fastest growing community in Canadian history, with 

population expanding 1,075% between the years of 1941 to 1961. While North York’s 

explosive growth is statistically impressive, this trend in suburban growth seemed to be 

rule, rather than the exception. Throughout the early 1950s Ontario would see an 

average of 6,000 to 8,000 acres of farmland converted into suburban area each year.119 

Communities surrounding Toronto in the east, north and west, all saw huge population 

growths as planned communities expanded across Toronto’s regional grid.  

                                                        
117 Second only to Levittown on Long Island, a planned community that had been built between 1947 and 
1951. Levittown is widely considered the archetype for post-war suburb development in America. Levitt & 
Sons, Inc. eventually built seven Levittown communities across the country. These communities were 
underpinned by VA and FHA lending that limited residents to the “Caucasian race”. 
 
David Kushner, Levittown: Two Families, One Tycoon, and the Fight for Civil Rights in Americas 
Legendary Suburb (New York: Walker & Co, 2010). 
118 Grescoe, Straphanger, 296. 
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(TABLE 8 – CONSTRUCTION TRENDS IN TWENTIETH CENTURY TORONTO) 
These maps show trends in construction as the city’s urbanized area expanded. Note the 
growth radiating from the downtown core, post-war growth of inner subdivisions, and the later 
growth of outer suburbs. (City of Toronto Survey and Mapping Services) 

 

While post-war regional population growth spiked in the suburbs, population 

growth within the city proper maintained. As other cities were putting up “district-killing 

high-rise concrete slabs,” Torontonians were renovating old row houses in the central 

city.120 It became increasingly evident that Toronto would need to adapt as an industrial 

and commercial base, providing high-rise working opportunities for the growing suburbs 

while also addressing its own housing problems. In the central Toronto planners 

experimented with concrete-slab housing in Regent Park and St. James Town, yet 
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urban renewal projects and public housing projects were far more modest when 

compared against American cities like New York.  

By the early 1960s the concentration of jobs in the downtown core combined with 

widespread adoption of the suburban trend was exacerbating the traffic problem that 

had existed for decades. The changing nature of regional population dynamics meant 

that Toronto now needed to handle thousands of extra commuters travelling from 

increasingly far-removed locales. Suburbia was affected by many technologies – the 

television, freezer and later the microwave – but perhaps none as much as the 

automobile. The automobile, as a requirement for suburban living, was the technology 

around which the design of these communities and the specific built environment 

hinged. To place this within the context of Kern and Marcuse’s theories would be to 

suggest that the adoption of the space- and time-altering technology changed what was 

considered rational in city planning. The resulting paradigm, in addition to a growing 

dependency on the provincial organization of utilities such as sewage and electricity, 

underpinned the basis for suburban living and a need for a central governing body like 

Metro Toronto. 
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Chapter Four - The Expressway Scheme 
 

A Network of Roadways 
 

The system of roadways, both provincial and municipal, that were integral to 

support Metro’s suburban planning priority have become a major part of the city’s post-

war legacy. When Metro was founded, Toronto was situated right in the middle of an 

east-west 401 provincial highway corridor that was under construction. It was from this 

regional perspective that the Metro Planning Board measured the city’s expressway 

scheme. Provincially-oriented planners believed it was crucial to manufacture highways 

to form a “solid industrial belt, stretching from Oshawa on the east, to Niagara Falls on 

the west” – the area that curls around the lake that is now referred to by provincial 

planners as the ‘golden horseshoe’.121 Toronto was seen as a weak link in this chain; 

yes, the city had plenty of industry but the traffic issue desperately needed addressing.  

Metro’s 1959 plan, in keeping with this master vision, was to expand the subway 

for commuters in close proximity to the core, whilst aggressively pursuing the creation of 

expressways to deal with increased automobile reliance outside of it. The Metro 

government planned to continue building roads into the 1960s with at the same vigour 

that they had in the 1950s. The entire expressway system was designed around 

interconnectivity – the idea was to have north-south expressways feed into east-west 

expressways across the entirety of Metro Toronto’s jurisdiction. Interaction between 

these major arterial throughways was seen as essential not only to Metro’s planning 
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vision but also to the province’s. It was vital to not only get people around the city, but 

into it and through it as well.  

The Lakeshore Expressway, the first of these monolithic concrete structures, was 

approved by the province for funding three months after Metro’s formation in 1953. 

Elevated from the street, it ran alongside the train tracks near the water, allowing traffic 

to “bypass” the downtown core and thus connecting the two ends of the city. 

Construction began the following year and the highway was named after inaugural 

Metro Chairman Gardiner upon its completion in 1958.   

In keeping with the speedways proposals of the original 1943 master plan, the 

Metro planners suggested the construction of four more speedways to join the new 

Lakeshore highway. Three of these expressways, including the Spadina, Humber, and 

the Don Valley Parkway, were North-South routes envisioned to bring traffic in from the 

suburbs. These highways were not generally designed to run along existing multi-use 

roads, and instead planners eyed Toronto’s geographically unique system of ravines as 

sites to build up. The fourth was the Crosstown Expressway which would have 

purportedly lessened the burden of east-west traffic on the Lakeshore running parallel to 

Eglinton Avenue across uptown Toronto.  

Despite the planners’ best intentions, there was no way the ravine expressways 

would be able to handle their projected traffic flows and still form reasonable public 

greenspace. To say nothing of the damage caused by construction, once the highways 

were completed the ravines would be sullied with exhaust fumes and noise pollution – 
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becoming what Jane Jacobs called “poison alleys”.122 The positioning, scale and routing 

of the highways was all borne of rigorous but insular debate among engineers, 

architects and planners at city hall.  

Reporting for the Toronto Telegram in 1961 Andrew MacFarlane wrote that the 

expressway scheme came to exist “by a process of administrative osmosis – absorbing 

plans, counterplans, suggestions and informal agreements … largely by subterranean 

process of inter-department memos and technical talks rather than public discussion”.123 

The project proposals for Toronto’s expressways were molded by numerous committee 

and council decisions, informed by Metro Toronto zoning bylaws and authorized for 

provincial funding by the Ontario Municipal Board on a case-by-case basis. The Metro 

government’s top-down approach to urban planning has been referred to as ‘high 

modernism’ by historian Danielle Robinson whose scholarly work draws on Seeing Like 

a State to make sense of expressway disputes across Canadian urban environments.124 

The Spadina Expressway bears resemblance to the ‘superhighways’ conceived in 

the 1943, yet its route had been altered slightly to reflect the changing shape of the city 

in the two decades that had followed. The finalized plan had Spadina highway connect 

with the provincial 401 highway in the north which would be a prospective site for a 

massive Eaton’s department store expansion. The Eaton’s store would anchor North 

York’s new Yorkdale Shopping Plaza that was located just off the interchange. On 

March 6, 1962, the Metro Toronto Planning Board approved the plan for the Spadina 
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123 Leo, The Politics of Urban Development, 31. 
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Expressway at a cost of $73,680,000. This agreement was conditional on the 

development of an $80,000,000 rapid-transit line running parallel to the expressway 

route, scheduled to commence operation before the highway was finished. The 

inclusion of public transit on a section of the automobile route is an example of the 

Metro Planning Board’s evolution from the 1943 which explicitly argued against such a 

thing.  The Ontario Municipal Board authorized the funding for the project the following 

year and the expressway budget would increase by over $2,000,000 over the next 5 

years.  

The area around the northern 401 interchange and Yorkdale Mall became the 

breaking ground for the highway in 1963.125 Development at the northern end of the 

route was far less controversial than the southern end – it involved the acquisition of 

mostly rural land and as a result required almost no residential demolition. In fact, 

sections of the highway built north of Lawrence avenue were considered to be ‘open 

space’ by planners who made note of the lack of residential occupation. Construction 

went smoothly and in 1966 the northern segment of the road was open for public use 

from just south of Shepherd Avenue to Lawrence Avenue. The following year Metro 

council approved the southern leg of the highway. The Yorkdale interchange formed 

what venerated communications and media scholar Marshall McLuhan called “the 

                                                        
125 “Construction [of Spadina] should start as soon as Eaton’s and Simpson’s begin construction of their 
North York stores.” – Frederick Gardiner.  
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launching pad …  a big, confident interchange poised for imminent attack upon a wide 

swath of raw earth”.126  

 

(TABLE 9 – THE 401 AND SPADINA EXPRESSWAY INTERCHANGE IN THE MID-1960S) 
This is the “launching pad” to which McLuhan refers. The provincial 401 highway runs through 
the middle of the image from top to bottom, and the newly constructed Spadina Expressway 
intersects it. Note the parking lot for Yorkdale mall in the bottom right corner of the image. 
(Ontario Ministry of Transportation) 

 

The road plan tracked south past Lawrence; through residential neighbourhoods, 

bisecting streets and tearing through ravines before dumping traffic onto Bloor Street 

and tapering off to the Lakeshore surrounded by crowded intersections and parking 
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lots.127 Completion of the southern leg would have put the neighbourhoods of Forest Hill 

and the Annex in jeopardy, as well as devastating the Cedarvale Ravine. The planners 

were criticized by residents of these communities for viewing the Spadina leg of the 

grand scheme as “an abstraction, a part of the system but not part of the city”.128 As the 

full impact of the project on midtown was assessed, activist opposition began to form. 

While construction further north had gone by relatively quietly, the highway now 

threatened established Toronto neighbourhoods.  

The expressway scheme was lauded by suburban Metro councillors whose 

constituents would benefit from a less time-consuming commute, but spurned by city 

residents who thought the expressways would sound the death knell for urban 

communities through which they would pass. Anti-expressway protestors did not reject 

modernism outright, instead they sought to realize urban progress though community 

consultation, mass public transit and the preservation of small-scale neighbourhood life. 

In the case of the Spadina Expressway, the discussion was framed by a rejection of the 

calculated high modernist approach. Critics saw Metro’s traffic planners as autocrats 

who denied personal consultation to community residents in pursuit of an inter-reliant 

highway network that hinged on the establishment of smaller projects across the whole 

city. 
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Highway Revolt 
 

Much has been written about civic action and the engaged political environment 

of the 1960s, particularly with regards to the counterculture and hippie movements. 

Organization against the Spadina Expressway came about during a period marked by a 

strong anti-authority sentiment that 

ran through activist circles. While 

the Lakeshore expressway that was 

approved and built in the 1950s 

received little public opposition, 

organized protest against Metro 

development grew throughout the 

following decade. 

One particular example of 

this was civic action in 1967 to 

make Yorkville Avenue, Toronto’s 

preeminent hippie hangout, closed to 

automobiles. This dispute has been 

framed as an example of ‘youth vs. 

authority’, where the car is a signifier 

of orthodoxy and established power. One youth is quoted as saying “if the street is 

closed the people will communicate and learn to love” – while this perspective is 

(TABLE 10 – POLITICAL CARTOON IN THE ‘VOICE OF THE 
ANNEX’) 

This cartoon depicts the Yorkville anti-car controversy. It was 
penned by Lewis Parker, and appeared in the Autumn 1967 
copy of the Annex Ratepayer’s Association newsletter.  
(City of Toronto Archives) 
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certainly utopian, it was entirely steeped in Jane Jacobs’ brand of urban theory that 

gave priority to the pedestrian.129 

Protests against Metro’s vision of a car-centric city underscored broader points 

about the direction of technology and manufactured social progress. This is perhaps a 

perfect example of what MacFarlane poses as the negotiation within Canadian high 

modernism. When the Spadina highway threatened midtown Toronto, a group quickly 

formed to protest. The Annex Ratepayers’ Association (ARA) became incensed by the 

proposed route and began regularly voicing opposition between 1967 and 1970 through 

their triannual community newspaper The Voice of the Annex. The highway would no 

doubt have had a devastating effect on both the neighbourhood’s culture and heritage 

as well as property value. In a section titled ‘What is the ARA really?’, they describe 

themselves as “not a querulous pressure group”, nor a “small body of reactionaries 

standing in the way of ‘progress’”, but rather group of concerned residents that hoped to 

uphold the rights of homeowners. To reach this end, they would be “keeping a constant 

watch on developer’s applications” as well as conducting the time-consuming work of 

preparing briefs and making appearances at city hall.130  

Jane Jacobs, a preeminent journalist and urban theorist, had moved from New 

York to Toronto’s Annex neighbourhood in the summer of 1968 after having spent her 

later career amplifying community voices against the powers of public planner and 
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corporate development titan Robert Moses. After saving Washington Square Park in 

New York from a death by expressway, Jacobs found her new Canadian home under 

the very same threat. She had revolutionized the urban planning processes with the 

release of The Death and Life of American Cities in 1961. In this magnum opus on the 

modern urban environment, Jacobs had accentuated the importance of downtown 

neighbourhoods remaining separate from the suburbs. Cities were not to be seen as 

exploitable economic bases, but rather communities within their own right. As such, the 

ARA was thrilled that she had chosen to move into their neighbourhood and join their 

organization. They made note of her move in the newsletter, and encouraged Annex 

residents to familiarize themselves with her work.131 Urban theorists of the Jacobs 

school saw localized neighbourhood interactions between people as being crucial for a 

thriving city. To use Jacob’s arguments, a “bustling urban environment is of paramount 

importance for the social wellbeing of city residents” and the ratepayers’ association 

couldn’t have agreed more.132 Death and Life proposed the following question – is 

pedestrian traffic and human scale being accounted for in city planning, or just the car? 

In November of 1969, Jacobs published an editorial in the Globe and Mail titled 

‘A City Getting Hooked on the Expressway Drug’ in which she dispelled ‘7 illusions’ 

associated with the Spadina leg of Metro’s larger plan. Jacobs, equipped with decades 

of journalistic experience, filled the broadsheet by describing Toronto as the “most 

hopeful and healthy city in North America, still unmangled, still with options”. She 
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suggested that Toronto learn from American mistakes, warning against the path that led 

to “the expressway disaster lands in Boston, Philadelphia, New York, Buffalo, Detroit, 

Washington – the battles and demonstrations, mounting over the years, by increasingly 

desperate victims”.133 Jacobs employed prescient urban thought to highlight the 

domino-effect characteristic to an expressway segment that was part of a broader 

scheme; one designed to contain the whole city.  She stressed that protests against 

Spadina were a “crucial stand” against the formation of a “tight concrete net” designed 

to “Los Angelize” the city.134 The editorial questioned new norms that Toronto’s planners 

were adopting from their American counterparts and Jacobs’ proposed alternative to 

this modernity was largely supported by upper-middle class educated professionals and 

scholars who resided in well-to-do neighbourhoods such as her own. 

From Jacobs’ point of view, the urban planning process should start from a civic 

perspective with an evolutionary structure that filters upwards rather than down. While 

theory is well and good, the reality was that changing the course of Toronto’s public 

development would be a difficult fight given Metro Council’s long-held goals and 

consolidated power. 1969 would also bring about the formation of the Stop Spadina 

Save Our City Coordinating Committee (SSSOCCC), this group was a collective of 

dissenting voices who organized to halt the techno-modernist course charted by Metro 

planners. SSSOCCC was comprised of several ratepayers associations, school boards, 

the Metro Toronto Labour Council and even council members of the City of Toronto and 
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the Borough of East York.135 The membership viewed themselves as a vital part of a 

larger trend in the continental history of highway revolt. In The Voice of the Annex it was 

described as the “most powerful and articulate opposition ever mounted by the people 

of Toronto against as a city project”.136 

Toronto’s anti-expressway group had an active membership of approximately 

1,500 city residents, and while information regarding the demographic make-up of the 

group is spotty, the group was very well organized and members were all assigned 

different duties.137 The SSSOCCC was chaired by University of Toronto professor of 

sociology Alan Powell and notable members included Jacobs, John Sewell, a Toronto 

alderman and future mayor, as well as architect (and future alderman) Colin Vaughan 

and urban economist David Nowlan. It’s clear from the Annex Ratepayer’s newsletters 

that the community group was a major backer of the SSSOCCC. They organized events 

and encouraged other groups of citizens and Toronto homeowner’s associations to get 

involved through protest, letter writing or donation. The April 1969 Voice of the Annex 

suggested that the ARA had been reaching out to Metro traffic chief Samuel Cass to 

receive a facts sheet covering all aspects of the Expressway study. The article suggests 

that not even a rough draft had been prepared, and Cass had refused to attend a public 

meeting that the group had hosted on the matter.138 
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The group was fundamentally composed of wealthy residents of neighbourhoods 

like Forrest Hill and the Annex, and supported by formidable institutions such as the 

University of Toronto. Protest against the Spadina Expressway was led and organized 

by a sort of cultural elite and protestors were associates of some of Toronto’s most 

prestigious organizations. Many students were photographed joining their professors in 

public displays against the freeway. The affluent neighbourhood of Rathnelly even 

‘seceded’ from Canada over the issue, forming its own republic in protest.139 The 

SSSOCCC group opposed the highway because it impacted a few hundred thousand 

households to supposedly ease traffic congestion for several hundred thousand more 

that lived further away. The protestors saw this as a crucial failing in the pragmatic logic 

of modernist planners – the sentiment was that planners “researched the facts of 

populations impacted by the plans, but rarely considered their thoughts”.140  

Delivering print media to suburban areas where pro-expressway sentiment was 

highest, SSSOCCC members told residents that the expressway would incentivize more 

traffic and that it was the first step in an out-of-control spending on a $2-3 billion plan.141 

This was just one strategy to garner broader support. SSSOCCC protest strategies 

varied from the tame to the flamboyant; from cold-calling to elaborate public 

demonstration. One protest included members costumed in Victorian dress, parading 

horse-drawn carriages throughout the city to parody Metro’s primeval comprehension of 

urban transit. Another tactic included SSSOCCC members gathering on earth day to 

                                                        
139 Azzura Lalani, “Rebellious ‘Republic of Rathnelly’ celebrates 50 years.” The Toronto Star, June 12, 
2017, thestar.com 
140 Christopher Leo. The Politics of Urban Development. 
141 Robinson. Modernism at a Crossroad. 



 
 

 85 

plant tree saplings in an unpaved roadbed; right in the middle of the Cedarvale Ravine 

where the expressway was poised to run through.142 Behind all of these displays was a 

disciplined group of political thinkers who advocated Metro funding be redirected to 

buses, rapid transit, housing, pollution prevention, parks and education. The Voice of 

the Annex rallied protestors to continue – “if we keep the pressure up there’s a better 

than average chance that People Power will have won its first major victory in the fight 

for an urban environment designed for human beings rather than the machine”.143 

Social justice and demographic consultation weren’t the only concerns put forth 

by members of the SSSOCCC. In 1970 group leader and University of Toronto 

economist David Nowlan published The Bad Trip with his wife Nadine through Anansi 

Press. This book is an amazing, if biased, resource that was published at the height of 

the Spadina controversy before any resolution was reached. The Nowlans’ major 

trepidation was what they considered to be an asymmetrical distribution of information 

regarding the true financial costs of the expressway.  

The Bad Trip presented raw financial and economic analysis of the Spadina plan 

weighing revenue from Toronto’s mill rate and other taxes against resource and 

development costs. The Nowlans provided statistical analysis of not just the road-

orientated system, but alternative public transit-orientated systems too. They saw this 

as a public service to counterbalance the expressway bias of selective information that  
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had been presented by transportation planners and road engineers at City Hall.144 The 

activist booklet was in effect a more comprehensive form of three ‘special flyers on the 

Spadina Expressway’ that had been produced by the ARA.145 
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(TABLE 11 – PROTEST AGAINST THE SPADINA EXPRESSWAY BY THE SSSOCCC (1969-1970)) 

These photographs illustrate the protest strategies outlined in the text. (Left 2 photographs – 

City of Toronto Archives, Right photograph – University of Toronto Archives) 
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Another leading figure in the movement against the highway was media scholar 

Marshall McLuhan who resided in the nearby Wychwood Park neighbourhood. 

McLuhan wrote the following summary that appeared on the insert of The Bad Trip, 

echoing Jacobs’ sentiments on American “expressway disaster lands”: 

Toronto will commit suicide if it plunges the Spadina Expressway into its 
heart .… Our planners are 19th Century men with a naïve faith in obsolete 
technology. In an age of software Metro planners treat people like hardware—
they haven’t the faintest interest in the values of neighbourhoods or community. 
Their failure to learn from the mistakes of American cities will soon be ours 
too.146 

 

McLuhan also produced a 14-minute documentary titled The Burning Would to back 

the protestors cause. The film featured a commentary from fellow-committee member 

Colin Vaughan and it primarily centered around the damaging effects of the expressway 

development, as well as the lack of civic consultation in the process and how much 

cheaper and efficient a mass transit system could be. The film included scenes of 

bustling street life, housing teardowns, cars in scrapyards, traffic helicopters overhead 

of gridlock traffic and urban greenspace. McLuhan included a folksong composed by 

Terry Gadsden that made reference to Spadina being obsolete and sarcastically 

suggesting that traffic planners “always know what to do”.147 Vaughn’s commentary on 

the film flows in and out of this song and the ambient sounds of the background footage.  
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The major points raised throughout The Burning Would are that a “corporate-

institutional set of objectives are now in conflict with human objectives”.148 McLuhan 

notes that the “choices have never been put to the people”, highlighting a reversal of the 

local planning processes that had been previously commonplace. He points out that 

Metro councillors readily admit they don’t use the city’s highways any longer due to 

congestion and the movie ends by suggesting that its main goal was to educate 

politicians, helping them to understand the grave mistakes that they were making. 

By 1969 spending on the Spadina Expressway had reached its authorized cap of 

$75,680,000 and at about the same time it was ceremoniously renamed the W.R. Allen 

Expressway after Metro’s second chairman. On March 30, 1970 the ARA presented a 

brief to the Metro government arguing that the construction of the Spadina highway be 

halted, an independent committee be formed to assess the rest of Metro’s expressway 

proposals, and that consideration be given to rapid-transit lines.149 In April the Spadina 

Committee submit a petition undersigned by 15,709 people requesting that Metro 

Council not accept transit director Cass’ recommendation that a further $23 million be 

added to the spending limit to complete the Allen Expressway. In a press release, 

historian and Stop Spadina committee member Jack Granatstein wrote that this was 

“one of the largest petitions ever handed in to Metro Council by a citizen’s group”.150 
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Upon review of the budget in 1970, the Metro Toronto transportation committee gave 

further consideration to the cost of the expressway before ultimately suggesting that 

Metro council continue with the project. It was put to council vote in June 1970 and 

passed with a support of 23-7; suburban councillors carried the expressway against 

their counterparts who represented downtown residents. The ensuing plan called for the 

renamed Allen Expressway to be completed with a staggering budgetary increase of 

$93 million, more than the $73 million outlay that had been initially approved for the 

thoroughfare’s construction in whole. This further outraged protestors who had been 

stressing not only the social and environmental impacts of the highway, but the surging 

increase of its cost.  

Seemingly failed by the democratic majority at Metro that unremittingly pursued 

completion of the highway, the Stop Spadina Committee appealed the decision through 

the independent OMB. The activist group formed the private corporation, the Spadina 

Review Commission, which set a mandate to raise an estimated $60,000 for legal fees. 

Ian Milligan has written a comprehensive article about this dispute, and notes how the 

anti-Spadina activists were optimistic that the independent body would overrule Metro’s 

approval of the budgetary review. The Spadina Review Commission called a number of 

expert witnesses to the plan, including Jack Fenterstock of the Department of Air 

Resources in New York City who discussed the pollution caused by expressway 

construction and usage.151  
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Milligan notes that this was a was a landmark moment in the history of the OMB as it 

reached its first non-unanimous decision in the board’s recorded history. Board 

Chairman Joseph Kennedy argued that while he didn’t believe “citizens have the right to 

overrule their elective representatives”, he felt the OMB needed to intervene not only 

because there would be considerable damage to minority interests but because the 

majority interests wouldn’t fully benefit from the expressway.152 On February 17, 1971 

Kennedy was overruled by the other members of the OMB and the Spadina Review 

Commission’s appeal failed. The group immediately launched another appeal on the 

grounds that the OMB had “misconstrued [its] function under the Ontario Municipal 

Board Act and should have made decisions in accordance with that of Mr. Kennedy”.153 

Prolonged pressure from activists and a lack of consensus at the OMB forced 

Premier William Davis after only three months in office to rescind the approval in an 

impassioned speech in the provincial legislature on June 2nd 1971. Davis refused to 

allocate further provincial funding for the Spadina expressway effectively stopping it in 

its tracks. He proclaimed the decision to be final without any possible change. Initially, 

the province didn’t want to get involved, citing municipal jurisdiction over the highway 

and an unwillingness to set a new precedent for provincial intrusion. Despite this, Davis 

felt it necessary to intervene due to “intensely organized and extremely vocal” 

opposition to the plan. It is also worth noting that although this was Davis’ public 
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explanation, it is likely that the premier’s decision was also prompted by the fact that 

provincial funds were partially on the hook for spiking construction costs. 

The “Davis Ditch” where the ravine was clear-cut and primed for paving south of 

Lawrence now exists as urban greenspace in the form of Cedarvale Park. Construction 

of the Allen Expressway never did resume and the route terminates at Eglinton Avenue 

where it narrows into a run-of-the-mill arterial road. This is not for a lack of effort. In 

1972 North York resident Esther Shiner was elected alderman running on a ‘Go 

Spadina’ platform that hoped to revive the project and as recently as 2010 mayoral 

candidate Rocco Rossi advocated for completing the expressway down to the lakeshore 

in an underground tunnel. Despite these eleventh-hour stands, the reality is that when 

Davis called an end to the Spadina highway, he effectively called an end to the entire 

highway agenda that had been building slowly since 1943.  
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Chapter Five - The End of the Road 
 

Premier Davis’ decision drew a hard line on the highway development and left 

Toronto’s other proposed speedways waiting in limbo. The defeat of the Spadina 

Expressway meant a defeat of the greater Metro expressway network – a dismantling of 

what the Nowlans had presented as a ‘Trojan Horse’.154 After the funding was 

cancelled, Metro’s priority shifted away from approving new projects to completing 

existing developments. Most major highway projects completed after the 1970s, the 407 

and 427 included, had either already been approved or existed outside of the Metro 

Toronto planning range. The focus of Metro’s major regional projects became the 

expansion of lake-based pipe services and other utilities. As far as roads were 

concerned nothing came close to the undertakings of the 1950s and 1960s because of 

new demands on public revenue, environmentalism, localism, professional loss of 

authority and a backlash against ‘tax and spend’ governments.155 The Toronto region is 

still living on public infrastructure built between 1955 and 1975 and Toronto’s modern 

history is a testament to the staying power of a concrete environment and the 

importance of careful consideration in its planning. 

If expressway development is a vector through which we can observe the golden 

age of the automobile, then the Spadina cancellation is surely a bookending milestone. 

Premier Davis was able to establish his legacy as a truly progressive conservative by 

stressing the importance of further developing rapid public transit. Davis emphasized 
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the importance of larger transit rollouts and funded research and development of 

magnetic levitation trains that would later be implemented as the Scarborough Rapid 

Transit and later still sold to Detroit as the ‘People’s Mover’ and Vancouver as the ‘Mark 

I SkyTrain’.156 Davis’ famous quotation is a testament to these changing views in the 

direction of sensible mobility. 

If we are building a transport system to serve the automobile, the Spadina 
Expressway would be a good place to start. But if we are building a 
transportation system to serve people, the Spadina Expressway is a good place 
to stop.157 

 

Other examples of the Toronto’s changing governance structure that take us far 

beyond expressways were associated with the rise of ‘community renewal’ projects in 

the 1970s that rejected demolishing and rebuilding whole districts. These projects 

utilized government money to arrest degradation in troubled downtown neighbourhoods 

through the building of libraries and community centers. Other renewal tactics included 

the granting of loans to homeowners to support the improvement of their properties. 

This was a radical departure from tear-down urban renewal that had been considered 

just years earlier. After the Spadina debacle David Crombie, another Progressive 

Conservative, was elected mayor of Toronto in 1972. As a housing commissioner, 

Crombie had managed to rally support for assisted housing projects in the city.158 

Crombie’s pro-reform, pro-neighbourhood majority on city council was fundamentally a 

vision of Toronto life unrestrained by automobile dominance. This reflected another 
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radical departure in planning as it reinforced inclinations towards community 

participation in governance and decision-making. It was a hands-on approach that relied 

on consultation with residents and the provision of services that had been neglected, 

thus stabilizing struggling communities and housing projects that would previously have 

been condemned.159  

Tracy Neumann has noted how Canadian adherence to Keynesian liberalism in 

the 1950s and 1960s shifted towards a belief in the neoliberal mode in the 1970s. 

Neumann argues that North American urban development became dominated by 

downtown business communities whose development goals were occasionally checked 

by different cultural institutions. Neighbourhood activists, heritage preservationists, non-

profit groups and universities all pressured policymakers to protect the traditional 

aesthetic of buildings and the culture of community spaces. The compromises met 

between these groups have resulted in the creation of programs promoting downtown 

cultural districts, grants tax incentives for urban branding, a more entrepreneurial sense 

of private-public partnership and advocacy for gentrification as formulas for inner city 

revival.160 

Jane Jacobs has written that “the role of planning experts is mainly to produce 

information and to make forecasts in such a way that we all have in front of us the most 

relevant material on which to make a decision …. Provided the information is 

appropriately presented, the expert is no more capable of making this decision than we 
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are”.161 Spadina’s cancellation marks a major turn in Toronto’s history that was borne of 

two antithetical planning regimes – “top-down metropolitanism” throughout the 1950s 

and 60s towards a predominantly “bottom-up localist” program from the 1970s. Without 

the federated structure of Metropolitan Toronto, there would have been no institution to 

override the conflicting interests of the separate municipalities. At the same time, if there 

had been no opposition to this same government, then the voice of these communities 

could have been lost forever. 

This is the general narrative that dominates discussion of the Spadina freeway 

dispute – a negotiation in high modernism that continues to reflect positively on the 

city’s urban form. What largely goes unsaid during this discussion is the level of elitism 

that ran throughout the protest and on both sides of the debate. It was not until the 

expressway projects threatened an affluent mid-city neighbourhood that action was 

taken. This raises the question; was the noble protest to save the city from expressways 

one of genuine goodwill, or another case on a long list of snobbish Torontonian Not-In-

My-Back-Yard-ism? While the true nature of protester motivations may never be parsed 

out, it is of vital importance when considering what level of “negotiation” took place. The 

protestors that formed against the Metro expressway plan had a great deal of resources 

to help them in their fight. They understood the legal protocol of the OMB and were able 

to effectively assemble a review corporation. They could afford the production of 

leaflets, books and films, and they had the free time to manage and participate in a 

number of protest marches. As many demonstrators were formed of a University of 
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Toronto intelligentsia, they benefit from many unique privileges afforded to those at the 

scholarly capital of the Canadian Anglosphere. This social advantage, and its relation to 

organized protest, has been outlined by Roberta Lexier in her Debating Dissent chapter 

“Movements at English-Canadian Universities”.162  

The cost of housing in the neighbourhoods where SSSOCCC members dwelled 

has seen unprecedented increase in the decades that followed. The possibility for an 

average Canadian earner to ever own a house in a place like Toronto’s Annex has 

become slim-to-none. These elite urban enclaves have evolved in such a way largely 

due to impassioned advocacy from the wealthy residents that inhabit them. The 

negotiation in high modernism that took place during the Spadina resistance era was a 

type of public sphere sparring between two elite groups that were at odds with one 

another. On the one hand, there were the techno-scientific economy driven elites who 

sought to push the expressway plan, and on the other side were a cognitive-cultural 

elite who stood in staunch opposition. That is not to say there was no civic perspective 

present; just that it consisted of an especially narrow slice of Toronto’s life.163  

 It goes without saying that the protest was effective – it won the day. That being 

said, the exponentially increasing costs of construction must also be considered as a 

decisive factor in the decision to scale back the highway plan. While the SSSOCCC 
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helped save the downtown core from freeways, the outer suburbs have continually 

pursued and supported these types of expressway projects. Toronto’s 905 suburbs – 

the low-density fringes that exploded during premier Mike Harris’ “common sense 

revolution” of the 1990s – have remarkably low levels of transit use. Harris’ anti-urban 

tax revolt downloaded the cost of transit onto municipalities and set a goal of putting 

90% of Ontario’s population within six miles of a major highway. 164 The hinterland 

continued to thrive as an eight-year conservative provincial government helped foster a 

landscape with even more, and even larger, bedroom communities. 

Perhaps the biggest legacy of the Harris government in Toronto was an 

amalgamation of the Metro regional government into one megacity government – the 

‘City of Toronto’ – in 1998. This did away with the regional-local emphasis that had 

made Metro such a workable model of governance. Despite city-wide protest and two-

weeks of filibustering by opposition, the Metro government was replaced with a 

megacity structure made up of forty-four councillors spread across six previously 

separate municipalities. This shift in power towards the suburbs reinforced the suburban 

agenda that was so prevalent during the 1950s. Toronto’s old city has seen staff cuts, 

recreation programs dropped and degradation of public space under the new 

government. Without reasonable planning oversight, Toronto’s traffic problem has only 

been exacerbated by low-density sprawl that continues to dominate the shape of the 

outer city while jobs remain in the city centre. The average commute time in Toronto is 

now eighty minutes, helping to put Canada last among 19 major cities in Europe in 
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North America. The IBM commuter pain index ranked Toronto higher than Los Angeles, 

Houston and New York when it comes to anger and stress caused by congestion.165 

These frustrations have been personified by the late Toronto Mayor Rob Ford 

who made it a platform point to put an end to the “war on cars”. Ford rode to power on a 

wave of suburban support as an everyman, encouraging bikers to drive and threatening 

to rip up streetcar infrastructure. Many see Ford as a direct result of a power shift 

towards the suburbs during the megacity amalgamation. Tara Grescoe has said that 

Toronto “finds itself a slave to the ideology of suburbia which it has previously fought off 

to preserve some resemblance of its existing urban form" – comparing Ford’s mayoral 

tenure to that of a Long Islander becoming mayor of New York City.166 A 2011 

University of Toronto study found that the single most reliable predictor of a voter’s 

support for Ford – regardless of age or sex – was whether or not they owned a car.167  

Yet the memory of resistance to the highways continues to play out in the city’s 

public history and collective memory. In 2010 Heritage Toronto erected three plaques 

on the southeast corner of Spadina Avenue and Bloor Street arguing that the protest 

“helped give a voice to citizens in the planning of their neighbourhoods, and encouraged 

greater respect for the historic urban fabric during a period of intense redevelopment”. 

Mere months ago, in September 2017, did the Toronto government released a report on 

the remaining 58 city-owned properties that were expropriated for the Spadina highway 
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plan. Despite the city having already sold back $27 million of the land holdings acquired 

for the scheme, the fact that almost 60 remain is a testament to the scale of change and 

lasting effects that the highway construction had brought about.168  

In many ways, the high modernist vision of Toronto as a regional “ribbon” or 

“industrial belt” has won out. The Golden Horseshoe has ultimately become the scale 

upon which Toronto’s growth is being focussed. Despite this, alternatives to auto-centric 

expressway development have been implemented recently – particularly in the case of 

the Spadina route. In addition to the highway system that runs north-south from Eglinton 

Avenue, a new subway extension has opened to further rapid transit into suburban 

Vaughan, connecting the community to York University and the downtown core. While 

the expressway network pursued by post-war planners has been stopped in its tracks, 

the original idea to run subways along these routes has been belatedly realized.  The 

memory of highway protest in Toronto during the “golden age” of resistance is likely to 

be pinpointed as the reason for this profound change; presented as the moment when 

affluent Torontonians “saved” the downtown core. 

Toronto’s story, as Canada’s largest metropolis, is an important case study 

considering how urban our nation is – half of the population reside within its five largest 

cities. 169 The crisis of modernity could be described as a constant balancing act 

between construction and destruction, concerning ourselves with the best way to 
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achieve a better progress for everybody. We tell ourselves that there is no limit to what 

we can accomplish through reason and technology – solving all of our economic and 

political problems through measured logic. Both the positive and negative elements of 

Toronto’s development should be analyzed and weighted for application in urban 

spaces from coast to coast; and perhaps most important of these is the interplay 

between urban and suburban power. 
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