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time. The Globe complains of the shortage in 1867, also
mentioning that a kiln load has just been sent to the U.
S. at the exorbitant cost of $12 per thousand. In 1868
The Globe complains that bricks cost $2 to $3 more per
thousand in Toronto than in London or Brantford.

Overall, though, the cost of bricks did not change
much from $7.00 per thousand for common in 1867, for
example, to $8.00 per thousand in 1882. If a single-brick
wall section of nine square feet requires about 50 bricks,
a double-wall brick house, such as no. 68, would require
about 38,000 bricks. Thus bricks made up about 11% of
its cost when no. 68 was built.

St. Stephen’s is red-brick, with red-brick interior
walls and pillars. No. 68 is red-brick, no. 96 yellow-brick.
From about 1880 brick dominated building. The man-
sions at nos. 87, 91 and 95 are all wonderful expositions
on the potential of brick. Many houses on Bellevue now
have brick-veneered fronts, applied over roughcast or
wood structure.

Toronto is a city built largely of brick, and the sub-
ject of the manufacture and availability of brick is wor-
thy of a thorough investigation.

Building Labour

In good years, when capital was available to fuel the
need for housing, building tradesmen were in great de-
mand. Many immigrants became tradesmen on the boat
journey because demand was so high that no proof of
skills was sought.

The builders of the first period, up to about 1880,
were working on a very small scale — only one or two
houses per season. Some builders had little knowledge
of architecture. Either they followed and repeated what-
ever was being done by those around or they used stock
designs. The basic house plan did not vary much.

The second period, 1880 to 1890, saw people work-
ing on a larger scale. The building workers would have
been overseen by a master craftsman, or clerk. The
range of styles was still limited, but standards were
getting better. No wood houses were put up on Bellevue
in this period, a symptom of its urban rather than subur-
ban character.

Carpenters earned about $1.60 a day in 1866, and
their wages rose gradually to about $3.00 a day by
1907. Bricklayers earned $2.00 a day in 1866, labourers

between 90 cents and $1.00. There was no apprentice-
ship system; the workers were not organized. Employ-
ment was seasonal and, at best, intermittent. Move-
ment between trades and between building and other
industries was frequent.

Land and Capital Costs

Land was readily available, and throughout the 19th
century the city wanted to encourage the development
of this land in order to increase its revenue. The sale of
much of the land around Belle Vue mansion was forced
by the declaration of R. B. Denison as an insolvent. The
action of Fred Jarvis, sheriff of County York and City of
Toronto, in calling his note was likely prompted by an
1868 Act of the Legislature requiring all property-tax
exemptions to be listed in assessments, clearly distin-
guishing glebe from private property. Until this time,
many acres of land around St. Stephen’s had not been
included in the assessment rolls.

The problems of financing building activity at this
period in Boston is discussed in S. B. Warner’s Streetcar
Suburbs. Inferring that business conditions in Toronto
were similar, the following scenario emerges.

Land was either sold at auction or by private
solicitation of a land speculator such as James
McMurray. The overwhelming difficulty inhibiting build-
ing activities was the scarcity of capital. The Bank of
Upper Canada failed in 1866, undermining the confi-
dence of financial markets for a long time. Banks were
wary of long-term investments.

The capital for houses had to come from many small
investors. A person may have put up money to build a
house as a home for his family, as a rental investment or
to make a profit by resale on completion. Up to one-third
of the houses on Bellevue were built as rental invest-
ment. Although it is not possible to be definite about
every house, the trend is there.

It was usual for a mortgage to be for a term of only one
or two years, with annual or semiannual payments re-
quired to pay interest of 5% to 6% in the intervening pe-
riod. The mortgagee was then liable for repayment of the
entire capital sum. Most hoped to renew their mortgage
for the same amount at the end of the term. A first mort-
gage could rarely be obtained for more than 50% of the
value of the property, so second mortgages were common.

CHAPTER 3
THE BUILDING OF BELLEVUE AVENUE

Data Sources

City assessment rolls were examined, from 1860.
Some properties were not listed at all on early rolls
because they were built on church lands. Also, since the
data was collected by house-to-house inquiry, there are
some errors in it as recorded. Assessment rolls for every
year are available on microfilm at City Archives. In the

interests of economy of effort, I studied mostly the records
for odd-numbered years.

Building-permit records are available from 1881.
These proved a less rewarding source, as many building
activities were not recorded. The records are much bet-
ter after about 1900.

Each house on the street was photographed. This
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In any of the houses, a picture of the sovereign, a
print from the old country or a familiar proverb might
grace the parlour wall. Social hierarchies were taken for
granted at work; at home most women, while confident
of their own worth, were not about to march for the
franchise. There was a feeling of unity among the peo-
ple. Industrialization might have changed the culture,
but it had not radically altered it.

Then immigrants from Eastern Europe began arriv-
ing. For some of the Jews who came to live on Bellevue,
Yiddish was their first language. Some were politically
radical to an extent rare among those who have suffered
no persecution. And they did not believe in Jesus which
their neighbours at first found truly difficult to accept.

The Presbyterians led other Christians in sponsor-
ing a mission to convert the Jewish newcomers to Chris-
tianity. A converted, Yiddish-speaking rabbi’s son,
Shabbabei Rohold, agreed to lead their mission. Rohold
was an enthusiast for aggressive outdoor preaching, as
was his Methodist counterpart, Henry Singer. By 1913
Singer was preaching regularly at the corner of Ken-
sington and Dundas. “The affronted Jews responded
with rival meetings up the street, and loud gramophone
music to drown the preacher,” writes Stephen A.
Speisman in The Jews of Toronto.

For Anglicans, the conversion of Eastern European
Jews was an urgent matter; they thought it essential to
acculturation to Canadian ways. In 1916 the Anglican
mission was moved to Bellevue, cooperating with Rohold
on the work of outdoor relief.

The Jewish community countered the missions by
setting up welfare and social agencies of its own. And
Jewish children were specifically warned by the rabbi of
Holy Blossom to be wary of missionaries.

Some Jewish parents on Bellevue responded by set-
ting up an orthodox synagogue and school at 25 Bellevue.
The school and congregation appears on the assessment
rolls from 1918; the synagogue itself was built in 1923.
The synagogue brought scholars to live on the street,
giving the neighbourhood prestige and a high moral tone.

None of the missions gained many converts. The
secular press was generally sympathetic to Jews; popu-
lar sentiment was aroused against the methods used,
particularly the shameless attempts to gull Jewish chil-
dren, using charitable offerings as bait. This lack of
decency and fairness in the methods used was eventu-
ally recognized. The legal system of the time was not
strong about individual rights and freedoms.

It took many years for the old Anglo culture to adapt.
The struggle to assimilate the Jews of Eastern Europe
transformed both sides. Canada’s current multicultural
assumptions are far different from the assumptions of
1910. The thoroughness of the transformation is a trib-
ute to the ferocity of the struggle and the strength and
decency of both sides.

Bellevue Avenue

Jews moved away from Bellevue in the 1950s and
1960s, succeeded by Portuguese and a few Asian immi-
grants. The number of Asians is slowly increasing, and
today stands at about 36% of owners.

Political Metaphors

In 1911 the apparent change on Bellevue was mini-
mal. Only one resident claimed to be Jewish, but the
number of people giving equivocal answers to the official
question “What is your religion?” had risen. Answers
included “Polish,” “evangelical,” “dissenter” and “No.”
Clearly a new way of relating to government authority
was taking form.

As more Jews moved in, long-time residents might
have been upset by the many who were peddlers, and
junk dealers. In 1925 eight homeowners on Bellevue
were peddlers.

The immigrant sought an occupation which required
little initial capital and offered some degree of inde-
pendence. Peddling, rag-picking ... had several advan-
tages in these circumstances. As activities low in the
social scale of prestige, they were avoided by the non-
Jewish natives. These were menial jobs but they offered
the immigrant an opportunity to maintain the tradi-
tional Jewish values that might be endangered by the
regular hours of the factory. He might attend services in
the synagogue each morning ... by not working on Jew-
ish holy days, he might lose money, but never his job.

The Jews of Toronto, Stephen A. Speisman

Some Jews set about organizing trade unions and
Communist cells, taking direct aim at the political sys-
tem. It was in their interest to change the political cli-
mate, and they did.

Of course, Toronto’s political climate would have
changed anyway. The pro-British stand of early citizens
was challenged by the greatly enlarged trading opportu-
nities that industrialization brought with it. Workers
for the Grand Trunk Railway for example, had to be
preoccupied with U.S. concerns. Industrialization also
challenged the existing social hierarchy. As more and
more specialized occupations and professions emerged,
the need to loosen and broaden social relationships be-
came apparent.

The authority of the British way was bound to di-
minish as Canadian experience diverged from British
experience. Canada’s growing wealth was also a factor
leading to political maturity.

Ecological Metaphors

A living organism exists in a wide environment. It
depends on that environment and exists in a state of
tension with it. The street is composed of buildings, each
of which can be described individually and compared
with others. But what of the relationship to the whole?
Is it more than the sum of its parts? Can we say that
Bellevue Avenue is or was a good place to live? What is
its residential character now?
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In the beginning St. Stephen’s was an important
part of the streetscape. Most British immigrants must
have loved its presence, its reassuring sense of continu-
ity, its similarity to just such churches in the small
towns and villages of Britain from which they had come.
It was easy to imagine it in a rural setting, surrounded
by fields, glimpsed through trees. The church now has a
small congregation and the nave (auditorium) is largely
taken over by diocesan offices,

When Eastern European Jews moved onto the
street, they too brought a longing for the familiar life
left behind. Establishing the synagogue was the most
important thing they could do, for it offered them cour-
age, community and a stake in the future. The syna-
gogue now is open regularly, drawing the congregation
from both local and more distant residents. The build-
ing is being restored, so its fabric is sound and the oak
furnishings gleam.

The three mansions all contain memories of past
tensions. Perhaps the most peaceful is no. 95, Dr.
Machell’s old house and a municipal day nursery since
the 1940s. This house was bought by the Salvation
Army, and from 1915 was used as a refuge house with
39 free beds offering shelter for the homeless, runa-
ways, drunkards and prostitutes of the neighbourhood.
But it wasn’t that kind of neighbourhood and didn’t
need that kind of remedy.

No. 91, now St. Stephen’s community centre seems
to have been built to house the pastor of the Presbyte-
rian church, Rev. Alexander Gilray. Perhaps one can
read some rivalry in that - a challenge to the Anglican
dominance. The house was then used as a physician’s
private house and surgery until 1916. Its subsequent
use as the “Mission to the Jews” was the first Anglican
response to the alien hordes. Although few Jews were
converted, it brought out the reserved, undemonstra-
tive, yet undoubtedly power-holding Anglicans to con-
front and converse with a different religion and culture.
So in that sense, perhaps it was a good thing.

No. 87 was built as a private hospital and in 1910
had room for 42 patients. By 1925 it was a “home for the
aged” operated by the Sisters of St. John the Divine, an
order of Anglican nuns. Its character then was pious
and benevolent, though somewhat removed from ordi-
nary life. The Unification Church (the “Moonies”) bought
the property in 1979, selling it 13 years later to the
Homes First Society, a mainstream Protestant philan-
thropic organization. The building is being renovated
into affordable apartments, which should make it once
more a living part of the street ecology.

In a 1962 report from the chairman of the Parking
Authority of Toronto to the Board of Control, the site of
the parking lot and another on Baldwin Street were
targeted. City Council authorized action on the matter
on September 28, 1964. Six 19th-century houses occupy-
ing the site on Bellevue Avenue were subject to compul-
sory purchase and razed. The net gain was 101 parking

Bellevue Avenue

spaces for residents and users of the Kensington Mar-
ket. Since then multistorey parking has been added
elsewhere in the neighbourhood.

The industrial building at the southeast corner of
Bellevue and Oxford was built by Bell Canada in 1905
and fell within the city bylaws of the time. However, the
building was probably never fully utilized by Bell. From
1913 and for about a year afterward, International
Correspondance Schools of Scranton, Penn., used two
floors as a book depository, storing titles such as Dyna-
mos and Motors, Gas Making, Gas Supply and Distri-
bution, Domestic Uses of Gas and A Textbook on Mining
Engineering. The building was vacant for years before
Bell sold it in 1944. For the past 40 years it has been
owned by the same firm, Precision Vacuum, which first
used it for light assembly work and now packages electro-
plated trophies there. For people of the neighbourhood,
it has been a good place to work.

Block FIVE houses, south from Precision Vacuurmn,
are all recent replacements, and it is important to this
discussion to question whether these houses work with
the street. They are larger, taller houses than the ones
they replaced. They have some applied details that are
accepted as “in period,” such as gabled roofs and con-
trasting-brick quoins. All are built over a half-basement
garage. The driveways cut down the amount of front
garden but leave room for showing off roses. Of course,
these replacements speak to the needs and values of those
who had them built; had those builders been truly inter-
ested in history, they would have preserved the origi-
nals. As it is, their market value may be higher than
those across the street, possibly causing some concern.

The tension between new and old buildings is in-
creased by the number of new buildings and the fact that
they are all lined up together. They stand apart from the
older houses on land that has been exploited for capital
gain, without regard for community or historical values.

There are also three replacement houses on Block
THREE (west side between Nassau and Wales). The
style of these houses is contemporary, similar to those of
many housing estates of the 1970s. All three have base-
ment garages. The redeeming feature of these houses is
that they are in scale with their neighbours — and thus
make good neighbours.

The replacement houses add to the diversity of the
mixture. But had they been in scale and harmonious in
style with the original structures, I would have liked
them better. The assumption that owners will want a

car should be questioned. A driveway and garage door
make a forbidding facade.

Responses to Questionnaire

Is today’s Bellevue Avenue a good place to live? The
residents responding to the questionnaire included six
by personal interview and the rest by mail. Questions
were asked about both the built architecture and social
environment of the community.
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