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The Toronto Homeless Memorial is falling apart. Its blue

frame buckles under the weight of more than one thousand maisonneuve
names printed on the sheets of paper inside the glass case. The Z -
fifteen or so pages are fanned out like an accordion, with two D 7 Ex”;m:

columns of text on each sheet listing those who have died while =7 s Indigenous
unhoused. The sheets used to be reprinted every month, the »
font squished smaller with each new wave of deaths.
Eventually, the names became nearly impossible to read.

Above the glass case is a mosaic of marbles. At its centre is a
flame-like shape, filled with a ring of opalescent red and orange
spheres. Colours radiate from it like stained glass. Michael
“Duckie” Mallard, a tall man with a long, tapered white beard
who has experienced homelessness himself, helped build the
mosaic in 2019. Years ago, when I met Duckie, he told me the story of the marbles.

In 2016, when he heard about the death of his friend Bev Bernardin, a thirty-two-year-old
unhoused Indigenous woman, he remembered a conversation he once had with her. “Her
worker said she was losing her marbles because she preferred to be outside rather than be in
a slum house,” Duckie said. “So I ran to the dollar store, I got a little medicine pouch at
home, I filled it up with marbles. I gave her the medicine pouch to take to her worker and
say, ‘Guess what? Mikey found my marbles!””

Now, he passes them out in her honour. The day we met, he pulled out a plastic black
container, like the ones from a Thai takeout restaurant, and lifted the lid. “You find a marble
that catches your eye,” he said. I picked the first one I saw: black with orange and yellow
veins, reflecting light like obsidian. Duckie peered down at me seriously. “Every time you find
that marble, there’s your grandmother or your mom or your dad who’s passed away. It’s a
personal thing, okay?”

1/16


https://maisonneuve.org/article/2021/06/21/seeking-sanctuary/
https://maisonneuve.org/issue/Summer-2021/

The homeless memorial stands in downtown Toronto’s Trinity Square, right in front of the
Church of the Holy Trinity, whose members help maintain the shrine. Thousands of
unhoused people in Toronto have passed away without their names making it onto the list
because they died without record in prisons, or alone in the hospital. Still, people call the
church from all over the world, searching for loved ones who have disappeared. In some
ways, the memorial has become a place for laying the lost and passed to rest.

On the second Tuesday of each month, the church holds a vigil to honour those who have
died while living on the streets. In March 2021, twenty-seven people show up in Trinity
Square, socially distanced and masked. The mix of church members, unhoused people and
activists listen solemnly as unhoused community organizers lament the ways the pandemic
has torn through the houseless population in the city, ravaging shelters and leaving behind a
list of lost lives in its wake.

In February 2021 alone, eleven unhoused people died. On the church’s southern steps, as
each name is read aloud, a heaviness sinks in. Every name sounds like another toll of the
city’s hushed death knell.

The Church of the Holy Trinity is located near the Eaton Centre, clustered between the
gunmetal faces of designer stores and high-rise buildings. Built in 1847, the church was
founded by Mary Lambert Swale, a member of a wealthy British family who was married to
an Anglican priest. Swale had heard about Toronto through Bishop John Strachan, then-head
of the Anglican Church in the city. Before Swale died during childbirth in 1845, she gave
Strachan five thousand pounds sterling to build a church to serve the poor. She had one
stipulation: that Holy Trinity’s pews be “free and unappropriated forever.”

Among the wealthy, this was a radical sentiment for the time. During the nineteenth century,
churches often made congregants pay to rent a pew, which excluded poorer families from
attending services. Under Swale’s direction, Holy Trinity became an exception to this rule—
all were welcome.

The church has been on the front lines of social issues ever since. In the 1960s, it was a place
for draft dodgers and anti-Vietnam War protesters to unite and unwind. In the 1970s and
1980s, while police were still raiding gay bars and same-sex marriage ceremonies were
prohibited by the Anglican Church of Canada, gay communities held tea dances in the nave.

In the nineties, the church began new services for the city’s unhoused population. The
Toronto Homeless Memorial was founded in 1997 by the late Bonnie Briggs, a housing
activist and poet who had experienced homelessness. The memorial was meant to honour
those who had died unhoused and render the worsening housing crisis visible to the public.
The monthly memorial vigils, organized by Briggs and a small group of Holy Trinity staff and
volunteers, began in 2000 in response to the alarming rising mortality rate of unhoused
people in the city.
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“The memorial has been able to be a framework, if you will, for advocacy,” says Cathy Crowe,
a street nurse who helped establish the vigils. Crowe has worked with the city’s unhoused
population for decades and now teaches in Ryerson University’s department of politics and
public administration.

She says Toronto’s housing crisis worsened in the mid-nineties, when governments axed the
various federal plans that made up Canada’s national social housing program. This included
cuts to funding for new housing, housing allowances and mortgage assistance. Ottawa, which
once funded around twenty thousand new social housing units per year (including about
3,900 in Toronto), offloaded the responsibility to the provinces. “That’s one of the main
reasons we're in the mess we’re in right now,” says Crowe.

Around the same time, the federal government legalized the first real-estate investment trust
in Canada, which allowed private equity firms to funnel money into buildings as investments.
Suddenly, housing was starting to be seen as a cash grab, rather than a public good. Rents
began rising across the country and securing affordable housing became more difficult.

In Toronto, the fallout of these decisions quickly became clear. Between 1999 and 2002, the
encampment site Tent City popped up between downtown highways and the Harbourfront,
just two kilometres away from the memorial. Unhoused residents worked with community
organizers like Crowe to distribute aid around the site.

Now, two decades later, Crowe is watching a similar scene play out across the city. And
despite increased advocacy and awareness around the housing crisis, she’s seen little
concrete change from policymakers.

In 2016, organizers’ work related to the memorial sparked a Toronto Star investigation. It
found that Ontario and most of its municipalities did not regularly track the deaths of
unhoused people outside of shelters, leading to an incomplete picture of the realities of
homelessness in cities like Toronto. Without this crucial data, governments were ill-equipped
to address the housing crisis that has been plaguing the city for decades.

In response to the Star investigation, the City of Toronto started collecting data on the deaths
of unhoused people living outside of shelters for the first time in 2017. The city said this
tracking would inform its efforts to improve the health of vulnerable populations. Despite
this step, the church soon discovered that its work with its unhoused neighbours was far
from finished.

When Covid-19 tore through Toronto in 2020 and shut the city down, many support systems
for the unhoused community shuttered with it. By May 2020, one in five Canadian charitable
organizations had suspended or ceased operations, since their revenues were slashed and
many relied on close-contact gatherings. Government services began to falter, as shelters had
to reduce the number of beds available due to social distancing protocols. Covid-19 testing
rarely reached unhoused communities.
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Basic necessities like providing personal protective equipment, water, sanitation and health
care for unhoused people immediately fell on the shoulders of community organizations with
limited resources. Holy Trinity was one of them. After many years of honouring deaths, the
church community suddenly found itself trying to keep people alive. Over the course of a few
weeks, a small group of staff, volunteers and unhoused people became responsible for the
lives of thousands.
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Zachary Grant is sitting in their office in Holy Trinity’s old rectory with their tattoo-
covered hands clasped together. Grant has served as the church’s community director since
2019. Their role involves coordinating outreach to vulnerable and marginalized populations
around Toronto, including local Indigenous communities and people experiencing substance
use disorder.

Grant has a long history in community organizing—they’ve worked with people living with
HIV/AIDS as well as incarcerated people. Now, they want to ensure that Holy Trinity’s
traditions of social activism are passed down to a younger generation of staff and volunteers.
“It’s sort of our role to be one of the last vestiges of public space that’s free and available for
all in the downtown core,” they say.

When the pandemic hit, Grant and their colleague Elizabeth Cummings, who helps organize
donations and food services at the church, realized that the aid available for unhoused
populations around the city might be affected. They were unprepared to step in—their team
was only used to serving about forty unhoused people a day—but Grant says they knew they
had to do something. “We just looked at each other, and we were like, ‘Are we going to really
do this?””

The church decided to stay open in accordance with Covid-19 safety measures, only allowing
a small team inside the building and ensuring that all unhoused people picking up meals or
other essentials remained outside. By April 2020, they were giving out about three hundred
meals a day.

Tara Currie, a twenty-one-year-old culinary student, led the church’s Unity Kitchen. As head
chef, she prepared thousands of meals on a single four-burner stove. The community kitchen
was developed through a partnership with the Toronto Urban Native Ministry (TUNM), an
Indigenous-led faith organization dedicated to serving Indigenous people in the Greater
Toronto Area.

As the demand for Holy Trinity’s services grew, the church’s transformation was staggering.
Before the pandemic, Holy Trinity had been a place of respite for unhoused people to escape
the bitter cold or the unforgiving heat, somewhere they could have a warm meal or sleep in
peace during the day. There had been maybe one rack for clothing donations.

When I visited in March 2021, the line for free meals extended almost one hundred metres
from the church doors to Bay Street. At the building’s entrance, masked volunteers balanced
cups of soup and plates of fruit, chatting with those at the front of the queue. Inside, racks of
donated clothes crowded the nave like a consignment store. Rows of shoes lined dark wooden
pews, and stained glass windows scattered jewel-toned light across sleeping bags and tubs of
menstrual products.
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A year earlier, an encampment site began growing around the church. People had propped
up tents around Holy Trinity before, but there had only been a handful. At the height of the
Trinity Square encampment site last summer, over sixty people lived in tents on church
grounds.

After the pandemic hit, advocates estimate that thousands of people found refuge in tents as
shelters surged to capacity and more unhoused people feared the conditions inside shelters.
By May 2021, 1,553 Covid-19 cases were linked to shelter outbreaks in Toronto. In January
and February 2021 alone, the city documented eighteen shelter resident deaths; in those
same months in 2019, eight people died.

“Toronto has over seventy shelters, and a whole bunch of them are still what we call
congregate shelters ... which means that people are sleeping with many people in the same
space,” says Crowe. Through the first and second waves of the pandemic, shelters often had
insufficient safety measures. The city didn’t even issue a mask mandate for shelter residents
until September 2020.

These missteps were especially concerning given the unhoused population has a high rate of
chronic medical conditions, such as lung disease and serious heart conditions. Ontario’s
unhoused population is over twenty times more likely than housed people to be hospitalized
for Covid-19. They're also over five times more likely to die within twenty-one days of a
positive test, according to a study published in the Canadian Medical Association Journal.

So as news of the shelter outbreaks spread, people clamoured to find other places to live. The
church team provided those staying in Trinity Square with food, clothing and other essential
supplies as the seasons shifted. Cummings recalls how overwhelming the first few months
were, especially when the weather dipped to -5 degrees Celsius. “The people we were serving
—they were stuck outside,” they say. “People were shrunken.”

When the city closed all of the washrooms in the downtown core, Grant shovelled feces
around the church because encampment members had no access to basic sanitation. “We all
have a lot of pride and our community is strong because of this time, but we all have PTSD
from how much we had to take on,” Grant says. “At that time, I mean, we were terrified.”
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In one day, Jamie Watson lost almost everything. Memphis, her five-month-old son, was
being treated at the Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto. He was born with a heart defect
and was later diagnosed with liver cirrhosis. In 2016, doctors told Watson and her husband
that their son had less than forty-eight hours to live. “He had never come home,” she says.

Later that day, when the couple returned to the apartment they were subletting and put their
key in the door, it wouldn’t open. The person they were subletting from had been kicked out,
and they lost all of their possessions that were left in the apartment. “I don’t think anything
could have gotten worse after all that—juggling between a funeral and no home,” Watson
says.

As a mother of eight boys, her primary concern was sheltering her other kids. She and her
husband sold everything they owned that was not in the apartment, split the $30,000
between their mothers to raise their children, and began living on the streets.

Watson and her husband have lived at the Trinity Square encampment site for over a year
now. Occasionally, they’ve accessed shelters, but they’ve always returned to Holy Trinity.
“This is my safe spot,” Watson says. She didn’t feel comfortable in the shelters that housed
forty to sixty people in a room with only dividers to separate them.

Over the past year, as thousands of unhoused people have elected to stay outdoors, four main
encampment sites have formed in Toronto: Moss Park, Trinity Bellwoods Park, Alexandra
Park and Lamport Stadium Park. Dozens of smaller sites have also popped up, like the one by
the church.
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Though some community organizations have tried to track encampment population
numbers, the nomadic and sporadic nature of these sites has made collecting statistics
difficult. By city approximations, there are around four hundred people staying in the
encampments around Toronto. Frontline workers estimate there are, at minimum, over one
thousand residents. “We’ve got our own little family here,” says Watson of Trinity Square.

People staying at the encampment site have quickly become community leaders. Dave, an
Anishnawbe man from Whitefish River First Nation, founded the Native Wishing Well. Using
Indigenous bushcraft and cultural practices and his background in paramedicine, he’s
leading a team of other unhoused people to support any distressed people who come to
Trinity Square. The team’s services include 24/7 crisis mediation, first aid and an overdose
response program.

Since many harm reduction services and safe injection sites have closed or restricted their
hours, the city has witnessed the devastating intersection of three crises: the opioid epidemic,
the housing crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic. Between April 2019 and April 2020, 23
percent of people who died by accidental opioid toxicity in Toronto were unhoused—more
than twice the number of people who died between 2017 and 2018. As mental health and
social support services have become increasingly inaccessible, Dave has seen people
wandering into the square in various states of crisis: some with gunshot wounds, others with
no clothes on, and a few experiencing overdoses. His team treats anyone who accepts help.

Through programs like the Native Wishing Well, those in the community around the church
are looking out for one another as the overburdened health-care system looks away. For a
period of time, pink naloxone kits hung from tree branches over tents at Trinity Square.
Another naloxone kit has been tucked into a desk drawer at the church’s entrance for years.

The Holy Trinity community has also stepped in to provide Covid-19 testing. Early on in the
pandemic, if unhoused people wanted to get tested, they would have to wait in lines at
hospitals and clinics that stretched for hours. But for unhoused people, who may need to get
back to shelters in time for meals, the luxury of time can be in short supply.

In May 2020, Holy Trinity partnered with TUNM, Sanctuary (a Christian church that serves
poor and unhoused communities) and the Centre for Wise Practices in Indigenous Health at
Women’s College Hospital, which performs traditional Indigenous medical practices and
ceremonies. Together, they launched what organizers believe was the city’s first mobile
Covid-19 testing site at Trinity Square. It takes place on site every month, and the
Anishnawbe Health Toronto team, an Indigenous-led health-care organization, has expanded
the program across the city.

Time and time again, as governments and health-care systems have faltered, community
members have held steady together.
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The men came in the middle of the night. One evening in November 2020, a couple of
white-passing men approached a tent nestled by the north side of the church. It belonged to
three Indigenous women. The men heaved patio stones onto the tent, quickly piled stacks of
flammable material on top, set it on fire and sprinted away. The tent went up in a blaze. A
great plume of smoke snaked up in the sky, high over the top of the church.
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Watson’s husband, alerted to the flames, rushed to put the fire out, but the damage was done.
When Grant arrived on the scene the next day, everything in the tent was burned. Only the
charred remains of items like a beach umbrella and pallets remained. There are still
blackened scorch marks on the side of the church today.

The young Indigenous woman who was supposed to be staying in the tent alone that night
had left before the fire, but she returned to the ashes of her belongings. “She was very
scared,” says Grant. “But this is a reality that she lives with.” Indigenous women are
disproportionately represented in the unhoused population, and they are also three times
more likely than non-Indigenous women to experience violence. “[ The men] wouldn’t have
known whether somebody was in the tent or not,” Grant says. “It was deliberate.”

When the police arrived, Grant says it took the officers about thirty minutes to determine
that they likely could not pursue the case any further. Although police accessed security
footage of the event which had been captured by a nearby hotel, Grant told me police didn’t
think they could catch the perpetrators using the available information. (A Toronto Police
spokesperson confirmed that officers viewed footage of the suspects. However, they said
factors like image quality, camera angle obstructions and face coverings may impede the
usefulness of the video evidence. An investigator is assigned to the case, which remains
open.)

Grant was disappointed with how the police and fire department responded to the incident.
Along with other community organizers, they tried to reach out to city officials for help, but
felt the matter was once again mostly disregarded. When contacted for this story, both MP
Adam Vaughan, who represents Spadina—Fort York, and a spokesperson for Toronto Centre
City Councillor Kristyn Wong-Tam, said there was little they could do since the incident falls
under police jurisdiction.

But the attack is far from an isolated incident. Backlash against encampment sites has been
mounting as Toronto’s unhoused population has become increasingly visible in public parks.
According to Simone TB, a volunteer with Encampment Support Network (ESN) who visits
encampment sites multiple times per week to deliver food and other basic necessities, tents
around the city have faced many forms of violence. “I see harassment from neighbours and
the townhomes and people throwing garbage,” she says. “There’s just this anger and lack of
understanding from other citizens.”

In March 2020, the city began moving some of the unhoused population inside from
encampment sites to a new hotel shelter system, which is comprised of roughly twenty rented
hotels spread across Toronto. To make up for limited shelter beds, the city has provided up to
three thousand spaces in temporary shelters and hotel programs.

Wong-Tam’s office said one of the reasons for the temporary shelter system is unsafe
encampment settings; as of March 15, 2021, there have been at least twenty-seven
encampment fires, including at least one death. Given the limited number of city staff
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available to ensure safety for the roughly seventy-five encampments scattered around
Toronto, Wong-Tam’s office said moving almost 1,390 unhoused people inside since April
2020 was a necessary measure.

Grant believes increasing temporary housing was an important achievement, especially
during the winter months, but says it also came with certain drawbacks. “As [the hotel shelter
system] is governed by the shelter system, there are quite a few zero-tolerance policies,” they
say. Shelter residents have reportedly had to leave for reasons like taking the stairs instead of
the elevators or having too many bags in their rooms. “We saw a flow between people being
updated to housing and then being kicked out and returning back to Trinity Square.”

Watson, who has stayed in a hotel shelter in Scarborough, says she prefers living at Trinity
Square instead. “We have the hotel,” she says, “but honestly, it’s like jail.” The hotel shelter
system usually separates residents into their own rooms, and being alone for an extended
period of time has increased the rate of deaths from drug overdoses in these locations. Wong-
Tam’s office noted that in response to the rise in fatal opioid overdoses and shelter-related
deaths, the city has invested $7.6 million in harm reduction programs for all shelters.

Even with the new funding for supervised consumption sites in shelter hotels, some
policymakers feel the city’s efforts are falling short. Vaughan understands why decision-
makers felt compelled to act immediately, but he can see why many people temporarily
housed in these settings don’t want to stay there. “The old hotel ten minutes out of town is
just like the homeless shelter at the end of the day, especially if you impose harsh rules and
regulations, and govern people’s lives and don’t give them freedom,” Vaughan says. “People’s
lived experiences [are] being ignored ... and what people feel matters.”
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For those who decide to remain outside, finding any kind of structure to protect them
from the elements can be the thin line drawn between life and death. Khaleel Seivwright, a
carpenter, has been creating small refuges across the city with his Toronto Tiny Shelters,
structures that are eight feet long and five feet high. He began building them in September
2020 on a volunteer basis, working seven days per week to construct the shelters out of
wood, foam and insulation. They’re also fashioned with a carbon monoxide detector, smoke
alarm, window and two locks on the door.

In 2017, Seivwright lived outside in a tent in Vancouver. He calls the experience the most
challenging part of his life. He can’t imagine how people fare in Toronto temperatures, which
is why he meticulously researched the amount of insulation needed to keep people warm. “I
was freezing in -10 [degrees],” he says. When people live outside in -15 or -20 degree
weather, “they must be wondering if they’re going to wake up dead.”

Watson stayed in one of Seivwright’s tiny shelters installed in Trinity Square last year. “I
really enjoyed it,” she says. “My window actually opened.” She went to Dollarama one day
and bought string lights and a shaggy carpet, which she glued onto a wall. On the opposite
wall, there were pictures of her family and her children. Her time in the tiny shelter came to
an end when she temporarily went to stay at the hotel shelter, but she was happy to know the
tiny shelter was given to another person in need.

It’s true there have been incidents involving these structures. Watson once saw a distressed
man experiencing a mental health episode burn down his tiny home at Trinity Square. City
officials used this fire and ones in other encampment sites to justify filing an injunction
against Seivwright in February to stop him from building, distributing and installing his
shelters across the city. (Seivwright points out that his latest shelters are made with
rockwool, an inflammable material.)

The injunction cites bylaws that ban camping and living in city parks. Toronto Fire Services
also claims that tiny shelters are unsafe, noting that 2020 saw a 250 percent increase in
encampment fires. (Given there is no solid data collected by officials about the number of
encampment sites, it’s unclear whether this increase in encampment fires is proportional to
the corresponding rise of people in encampment sites overall.)

Following the injunction, community members have come out in support of Seivwright’s tiny
shelters. More than five thousand people have donated over $275,000 to Seivwright’s
crowdfunding campaign, which was originally meant to fund the purchase of construction
materials, but now will help support his legal fees.

Every time Seivwright has asked the city for an official fire safety inspection, he’s been
denied. “I think it’s a refusal to, in any way, legitimize these tiny shelters existing and helping
people,” he says. Seivwright has ceased building shelters, but he is prepared to pursue a
constitutional fight against the city bylaw prohibiting people from staying outside if the case
against him isn’t dropped.
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Watson describes the city’s actions towards encampments as combative against unhoused
people. It’s not just the shelters, she says. The light posts around Trinity Square used to have
plugs that people could use to power their heaters or charge phones, until one day city
officials came in and covered them up. A spokesperson for the city said that encampment
residents’ use of plugs was a safety risk. But for Watson, the city was sending another
message. “It’s like we’re not deserving,” she says. “We’re not good enough to have those
things.”

m :./” h%\ }\

Leigh Kern remembers watching the police officers converge on the square. A reverend
with TUMN, she has witnessed police raids during which officers run encampment members’
names through their system to check for warrants, even minimal ones from other cities, often
leading to arrests. Though this practice predated the pandemic, every time the police
returned, Kern says the site was immediately charged with anxiety and fear. “Houseless
people experience police intervention every day. It is part of their daily experience being
policed and harassed, just for existing in public space,” she says.

Efforts to move people out of encampments extend to government policy as well. In March
2021, the city announced Pathway Inside, a program which aims to relocate residents from
the four main encampment sites to the downtown Novotel Toronto Centre hotel.
Encampment residents received notices that if they didn’t move to these new shelters by
April 6, they would have to leave the parks. The city has leased the hotel—up to 254 rooms—
until at least the end of 2021.

Pathway Inside is meant to be a stepping stone for encampment residents to secure
permanent, affordable housing. In December 2019, Toronto Mayor John Tory committed
$23.4 billion over the next ten years to the cause. The city says 1,248 new affordable units—
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specifically allocated for people experiencing chronic homelessness—will be available by the
end of the year. And in April 2021, the provincial government announced $15.4 million for
supportive housing that aids vulnerable communities at risk of homelessness in Toronto.

But many community organizers and encampment residents are wary of the city’s claims.
Simone TB, who works with ESN;, says programs like these serve to minimize the publicity
around homelessness without offering an immediate increase in permanent housing like
many encampment residents are calling for. “[The city is] not asking people what they need,”
she says. “It’s a rebranding of eviction.” (A spokesperson for Wong-Tam, who supports the
program, says city staff visited the four main encampment sites in February 2021, speaking
to at least twenty people staying there about their thoughts on Pathway Inside.)

Simone TB believes the city is forcibly removing people from their homes because nearby
residents don’t want to see unhoused people in public parks. She says programs like these are
silently drawing the veil back over the housing crisis that has plagued Toronto for decades.
“It’s taking away the visibility of this crisis that we’re in,” she says. “There’s no humanity in
it.”

On April 1, just days before the city planned to begin enforcing encampment evictions, the
plan was temporary suspended due to a Covid-19 outbreak inside the Novotel hotel. But by
mid-May, the city began taking action. At Lamport Stadium Park, encampment residents
received trespass notices, which threatened arrests and fines of up to $10,000 if they didn’t
leave the park within the coming days.

On May 19, tensions erupted as dozens of Toronto police officers (some mounted on
horseback), city workers and corporate security guards attempted to remove encampment
residents from Lamport Stadium. They came with two excavators, hazmat suits and dump
trucks in tow. Community members mostly blocked the efforts to clear the encampment,
ultimately protecting all but one tent and two wooden shelters.

“Police cracked down on supporters, punching some in the face and dragging others along
the ground,” reads a recent statement from ESN. Organizers claim one resident defending a
shelter was detained by police after being trampled by several officers, and was eventually
released from custody with deep cuts and bruises on his body. According to police, at least
two officers sustained minor injuries, and several protesters who did not live at the site were
arrested.

Due to the community protests, the attempt to clear Lamport Stadium proved largely
unsuccessful. But the city’s open threat to other encampments looms. A city spokesperson
confirmed there are more clearings to come. (Another spokesperson stated that the incident
at Lamport Stadium was a “general city directive,” which wasn’t related to Pathway Inside.)
At the time of publication, Holy Trinity has not yet heard whether its encampment will be
targeted, but the possibility casts a shadow over the church.
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Crowe, for her part, sees the city’s lack of any definite plan for the shelter system as one of the
biggest concerns for Toronto’s unhoused population. She calls the temporary hotel system “a
band aid in a pandemic.” For Crowe, there is no question: homelessness can only be solved
with massive collective efforts—and providing safe, single-room shelters and permanent
housing has to be the priority.

But she also believes we should think even bigger. She wants to see a return to the type of
national social housing program that Canada had after the Great Depression. The
government committed to subsidized mortgages, granted loans to incentivize housing
construction, provided social housing for senior citizens, and more. Crowe realizes there are
smaller steps to take first, though. “In the short term, the only way we can fix housing for
people is through rent supplements, or housing allowances,” she says.

In the long term, for an issue as intricately complex as homelessness, there needs to be more:
More city workers and shelter staff, so they can adequately care for those who are unhoused.
More paid sick days and improved social assistance rates, so people can secure and hold on
to permanent housing. More aid for children in abusive homes, who have higher chances of
developing mental illnesses and becoming unhoused. More support for those experiencing
addiction. And fundamentally, more nation-wide acts dedicated to solving homelessness,
rather than expecting cities and provinces to do so alone.
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Today, the marbles are falling off of the memorial. Whether it’s from the blustery weather
or the people who pick them off for themselves, there are now honeycomb-like gaps of clear
empty resin shells in the mosaic. The Holy Trinity team hopes to fill the holes, but it’s unclear
when that will happen.
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Grant remembers questioning the future of the memorial one morning in particular, when
they looked out of their office window and noticed several black SUVs in front of the church.
They walked out to find Premier Doug Ford observing the memorial, presumably on a break
from a meeting in a nearby building.

Grant approached Ford to talk to him about the unhoused population in Toronto. “I told him
the memorial is literally collapsing under the weight of all of these names,” they said. “All of
these people’s lives have gone, have slipped through our fingers.”

Ford was sympathetic. He told Grant that maybe the province could pay for a wall with all of
the names engraved on it, but Grant politely declined. “We live in a state of ongoing conflict.
A social conflict that, for the majority of people, is invisible,” they say.

While a wall of names would pay respect to those who have passed away, Grant believes that
it would be premature. They liken Ford’s offer to building a war memorial of sorts, but the
housing crisis in Toronto is far from over. “We want these folks to be honoured in
peacetime,” Grant says, looking at the rows of names on the pages. “We need to end that war
first.”

Stephanie Bai is a student at the University of Toronto, where she is currently managing
online editor at the Varsity. She frequently contributes to her campus publication, and she
has also written for This magazine. Find her on Twitter @stephaniebye._.
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Residential school survivor wants Catholic Church to pay
millions originally promised

0 broadview.org/kamloops-catholic-church-apology-accountability

Stephanie Bai June 8, 2021

Garnet Angeconeb was sitting in his living room in Sioux Lookout, Ont., when news from
Kamloops, B.C. flashed across his television: 215 bodies of buried children were found at the
Kamloops Indian Residential School. On May 27, Tk’emlaps te Secwépemc Kukpi7 (Chief)
Rosanne Casimir released a statement about the students’ remains.

A 65-year-old survivor of Pelican Falls Residential School originally from Lac Seul First
Nation and a member of the Order of Canada for his advocacy work on behalf of other
survivors, Angeconeb cycled between wanting to cry, to feelings of anger and validation.

“One question that came to mind was: when is this all going to be over?” he said. As a
longtime activist who has witnessed Canada’s reckoning with the residential school system,
Angeconeb is frustrated that the Catholic Church, which oversaw a majority of residential
schools including the one in Kamloops, has evaded responsibility for so long, and he wants it
to pay the millions it originally promised survivors.

From 1890 to 1969, a Catholic entity called the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate ran
Kamloops Indian Residential School on the traditional territory of the Secwépemc people,
before the federal government assumed control, turning it into a day school until 1978.
Throughout the school’s history, there were widespread reports of abuse and starvation.

Angeconeb emphasizes that the findings at Kamloops reflect the legacy of Canada’s
residential school system, set up to forcibly assimilate Indigenous children and excise any
traditions, cultural practices, or languages they knew. “This is living history,” he said. The
first residential school opened in the 1830s, and the last one closed in 1996. “We have
survivors of the Indian residential schools still alive today that are dealing with the pain of
historic trauma.”

The Catholic Church has recently come under fire in particular for its involvement in
residential schools. It ran roughly 60 percent of the schools in Canada, according to The
Globe and Mail, and the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate operated approximately 47
percent overall, according to The Canadian Press. Now, there are even calls from United
Nations experts to formally investigate the Church’s role.
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Pope Francis speaks from the window of his studio overlooking St. Peter’s Square at The Vatican on June
6, 2021. The Catholic Church’s involvement in the residential system has come under fire after the
discovery of 215 students’ remains in Kamloops, and Pope Francis is hearing many calls for an official
apology to survivors. (AP Photo/Domenico Stinellis)

Yet, after the discovery of the burial site at Kamloops, Pope Francis has only said he felt
“pain” to learn of the “sad discovery.” Although the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops
has voiced their “deepest sorrow,” when Archbishop J. Michael Miller of the Vancouver
Archdiocese called on other Catholic organizations to open access to their residential school
archives containing essential information for identifying remains, he has been met by silence
from the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate.

In their statement, the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate expressed “sincere regret” for
their participation in the residential school system, but they have not confirmed if they will
release their records, which they have refused to do in the past.

“The Catholic Church has played hardball with the Indigenous peoples,” Angeconeb said.

He knows this better than most. He was a former board member of the Aboriginal Healing
Foundation, which ran from 1988 until 2014, when the Stephen Harper government cut off
its funding. This organization, dedicated to bringing community-based healing supports to
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Indigenous peoples nationally, was included in the Catholic Church’s original commitments
in the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement (IRSSA). This agreement came into
effect in 2007 and is the largest class-action suit in Canada’s history.

Under the IRSSA, the Catholic Church agreed to pay $79 million overall as restitution for
their involvement in the residential school system. $29 million would be paid in cash, the
majority of which was supposed to go to the Aboriginal Healing Foundation. Another $25
million would go to unspecified “In-Kind Services,” and the Church also committed to
fundraising through its “best efforts” an additional $25 million for healing supports for
residential school survivors, families, and communities.

However, an investigation from The Globe and Mail in 2016 found that a legal misstep in a
2013 lawsuit got the Catholic Church off the hook for over $20 million. The government filed
the lawsuit against Catholic entities, alleging that they were $1.6 million short in their
payment to the Aboriginal Healing Foundation.

The Globe examined court documents, which revealed that during email negotiations,
Gordon Kuski, the Catholic entities’ lawyer, was allegedly led to believe that Alexander Gay,
the government’s lawyer, had accepted a proposal by the Catholic entities. This would allow
the Catholic entities to pay $1.2 million in return for being released from all other financial
obligations in the IRSSA that had not yet been met.

“The Catholic Church has played hardball with the Indigenous peoples.”
— Garnet Angeconeb

The proposal effectively meant that the Catholic Church dodged its original commitments to
survivors, including its agreement to fundraise through its “best efforts” $25 million for
healing supports. The investigation found the Church had only raised $3.7 million of this
amount, and a financial statement suggested that less than $2.2 million was actually
donated. Broadview reached out to the Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs
Canada Department and the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops for comment, but did
not receive a response.

“The Catholic Church did not honour its commitments in the [Indian] Residential School
Settlement Agreement,” Angeconeb said. “In fact, they choose to play games with survivors.”

The Globe reported that although the government had no intention to accept Kuski’s
proposal, a judge ruled otherwise, and the Catholic Church was no longer bound to its
original commitments to fund residential school survivors’ healing. Angeconeb sees this as a
monumental loss. In an open letter calling for a review of the IRSSA, he also says that now,
more than ever, after the discovery in Kamloops, Indigenous peoples need adequate
community-based healing initiatives. He believes that the money originally promised by the
Catholic Church under the IRSSA could have helped sustain those supports.
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“When you heal one person, it has a multiplying effect on the community,” he said. “But it
does take resources to do that.”

Although the Catholic Church is no longer legally obligated to fundraise the entire $25
million, Angeconeb contends that the denomination should hold itself accountable to its
initial promise. “It’s time to satisfy these agreements ... and then just honour its commitment
that it said that it would do,” he said. “I think that would be a good gesture.”

Those funds can aid the healing process of residential school survivors and their surrounding
communities. The community-based healing initiatives that Angeconeb participated in
during his time with the Aboriginal Healing Foundation empowered Indigenous peoples by
allowing them to design their own healing programs.

“It brought about a sense of restoration,” he said. “And it brought back a sense of who we
were as a people.”

To find any further measure of closure though, Angeconeb believes the Catholic Church must
also begin with an apology. Despite long-standing calls from figures like Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau for the Pope to issue a formal apology to residential school survivors, the
Vatican has remained silent. Angeconeb sees this as a sign of a lack of sincerity in efforts to
mend relations with Indigenous peoples.

“[An apology] is an acknowledgement of the truth,” he said. “Without that, there’s no real
meaningful way to heal.”

“There can be no real reconciliation.”
*¥¥
Stephanie Bai is Broadview’s 2021 digital intern.

Emotional support or assistance for those who are affected by the residential school system
can be found at Indian Residential School Survivors Society toll-free 1 (800) 721-0066 or 24
hr Crisis Line 1 (866) 925-4419.
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Pasta during a pandemic: how Daddyo’s is fighting to
stay open

Q thevarsity.ca/2020/12/24/pasta-during-a-pandemic-how-daddyos-is-fighting-to-stay-open

By Stephanie Bai December 24, 2020
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On the corner of Sussex Avenue and Spadina Avenue in Toronto, a neon open sign flickers in
the window of Daddyo’s Pasta & Salads. For the past 14 years, this 500-square-foot
restaurant has stood here, its walls covered with framed letters and signed pictures — thank-
you notes from grateful U of T student groups, alumni, and other satisfied customers that
span years.

There are so many hanging on the walls that they look like bricks, stacked up all the way from
the floor to the ceiling. At night, the restaurant’s awning emits a soft light, illuminating a red
and yellow painted storefront. Another sign tells customers: “Don’t Walk Pasta Place.”

“I can vividly remember the smell walking toward Daddyo’s,” said Shannon McKechnie, a U
of T alum. “Garlic, pasta, tomatoes — just very comforting.”

Looking at the exterior, there are more windows than walls. Even from outside, you can see
the warmly lit yellow interior. Behind the cash register counter is an open kitchen, where
customers can see their food being made. “It almost feels like you're going into someone’s
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home, truly, because it’s so small,” said Lucia Plunkett, a third-year U of T student studying
environmental ethics. “There’s only a couple tables... You can talk to everyone who’s in
there.”

But for almost a year now, the chatter at Daddyo’s has died down. Since the COVID-19
pandemic hit, remote classes at U of T and dining restrictions have meant that the
restaurant’s black plastic chairs sit empty and the tables remain cleared. For a small business
so integrated into the U of T community, the pandemic has wiped out a major customer base.

On top of this, on November 20, Ontario Premier Doug Ford announced renewed lockdown
measures in Toronto and Peel region, limiting non-essential businesses to takeout and
delivery service only. Restaurants Canada, an association representing restaurant owners,
estimated that indoor dining closures would gouge the sales of full-service restaurants by as
much as 80 per cent, while quick-service restaurants could lose more than 40 per cent. Many
restaurants are unlikely to survive.

“Business has gotten terrible,” said Jeffrey Markus, one of the restaurant’s co-founders,

sometimes called ‘Daddyo’ by U of T students. “There was a lot of fear — what are we going to
do?”

How it all began

The idea for Daddyo’s was born in a coffee shop. Over 14 years ago, Sri Thangarajah, an old
employee from another pasta restaurant Markus had owned years before, called up Markus,
asking to meet. At the café, Thangarajah told Markus that he wanted to quit his job to start a
restaurant together. Thangarajah would head the chef duties, while Markus would handle the
operational side of business.

It had been years since Markus owned a restaurant, but he remembered a listing he’d seen in
the Toronto Star around two years earlier. Markus and Thangarajah left the coffee shop and
went to the corner of Sussex Avenue and Spadina Avenue to talk to the owner. Around six
months later, Daddyo’s opened.

Markus, a 64-year-old man with short, cropped grey hair and a bushy grey mustache, is the
face of Daddyo’s. Although he’s not Italian and he doesn’t label his restaurant as Italian-
owned cuisine, he certainly looks the part. In videos on the restaurant’s social media
platforms, he can sometimes be seen sporting sunglasses and a straw fedora, puffing on a
cigar.

In a way, the restaurant is his namesake: two of his youngest children began calling him
‘Daddyo’ while they were in elementary school. “Maybe they saw it in a cartoon. I don’t
know,” Markus said. The name stuck. Soon, U of T students began calling him that too.
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“He’s like everyone’s dad,” said Plunkett. Markus became known around campus as a friendly
community figure, often chatting with customers who passed through his restaurant.
Students learned about certain informal rules he has, like how he never lets you sprinkle
cheese on your pasta yourself. And how he sometimes likes to throw in free extra sides, such
as a drink or garlic bread, for no particular reason at all.

“Jeff is central to the experience of visiting Daddyo’s,” Vamika Jain, a third-year U of T
student studying international relations, wrote in an email to The Varsity.

For somebody who fits into the restaurant business with such ease, Markus didn’t originally
plan on going into the line of work. “I became a restauranteur just by natural evolution.”

Born in Toronto and raised in Miami, Florida, Markus travelled around the world working in
casinos starting from age 17. In the 1980s, he lived in Africa, Europe, and Asia, dealing at
blackjack tables in illegal and legal casinos alike. He came back to Toronto in 1983, working
as a general manager in nightclubs, and found his way into the restaurant industry
inadvertently. “I just grew into it because I've always been an entrepreneur,” Markus said.

He didn’t have any interest in cooking growing up, but he always wanted to own something
for himself. “That’s what small businessmen are all about: we don’t have bosses — we’re our
boss,” he said. “The decisions are all right there for us. You make them, you don’t make them
— you live with the repercussions.”

This year, the pandemic has presented Markus and Thangarajah with some of their toughest
decisions yet. Like many other restaurants in Toronto, COVID-19 has gutted its revenue.
“Our losses were huge,” said Markus. They weren’t sure they could survive.

Lockdown measures have gouged the food service industry. According to Statistics Canada,
at least 400,000 previously-employed people in this sector were still out of a job in July. As
the pandemic dragged on after March, Markus and Thangarajah risked the possibility of
incurring major debt. Meanwhile, Thangarajah has a pregnant wife, two small kids, and a
mortgage to support. On top of this, Markus and his wife are especially at risk for the virus
because they’re both diabetic, but Markus and Thangarajah still work 70—80 hours a week
during the pandemic.

“I'm not trying to be cynical about it, but it’s really, really a mess what’s going on here... Ford
[is] shutting down the small businessman,” Markus said. “They’re not given an opportunity
to survive.” Daddyo’s faced a critical challenge: would it be able to outlive the pandemic, or
would it have to close its doors forever?

The pandemic’s impact

Near the end of September, Markus and Thangarajah handed their landlord a notice to end
their lease. “We were shutting down,” Markus said. “Not many people are aware of that.”
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They had accrued staggering losses, but money wasn’t the only reason they considered
shuttering their business. It was also personal.

“It’s very trying mentally to go there every day, to know you sat there and had the incredible
business and life experiences for 14 years,” Markus said. “Now, all of a sudden, you sit there,
and you wait for 10 people to come over a course of four hours and maybe 20 Ubers, which
you know — it just gets very depressing.”

This may have been one of the most devastating blows to Daddyo’s — not just the lost
revenue, but also the lost conversations. “Our campus is vast and our community is spread
out, but Daddyo’s is one of those places that really brings us all together,” Jain wrote. When
Markus and Thangarajah first bought the space, they knew their customers would likely be
from U of T, but they could not have predicted how vital they would become to the campus’
community.

For many students, Daddyo’s feels like home. For Plunkett in particular, she remembered
needing that feeling most during her first year, when she moved across the country from a
small suburb to Toronto. Even before classes began, she felt pangs of homesickness and
considered moving back. “I think I just had no sense of community yet,” Plunkett said. “I just
felt really lonely and isolated.”

One of the very first meals she had at U of T was from Daddyo’s. As a Varsity field hockey
athlete, Daddyo’s catered her team meetings every Friday. “I just remember being so...
overwhelmed with joy because it’s such comforting food,” she said. “It felt like a home cooked
meal... familiar and friendly and warm.”

If she ever walked into the restaurant wearing Varsity gear, she knew a Daddyo’s employee
would ask about her season. “That was really sort of a change from how I think traditionally
university can be,” she said. “I think sometimes it can be kind of cold. But Daddyo’s is always
so welcoming.”

Ultimately, after weeks of deliberation, Markus and Thangarajah decided to rescind their
notice and keep their restaurant open. But their struggle to outlast the pandemic wasn’t over.
Right when they resolved to push through, in October and November, they hit their biggest
challenge yet.

“As soon as we said that, business really dipped,” Markus said. “It really hit a bottoming out
that we hadn’t seen since the pandemic started.”

What does the future look like?

On November 26, Markus posted a video to the Daddyo’s Instagram account. It began with
his typical greeting, but this time, he had a somber message to deliver.

“Hi guys, Daddyo here,” he said. “Quite frankly, things are really tough.”
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He asked community members to support the restaurant because he wasn’t sure how much
longer they could keep going. “I'm calling out all our pasta guys, everybody [who’s loved]
Daddyo’s over the last 14 years,” he said. “Help us survive.”

In the weeks since the video was posted, it has accumulated over 51,000 views and almost
150 comments. Along with that attention, Daddyo’s has received an outpour of support from
the community. The restaurant even learned about two separate offers to set up GoFundMe
campaigns. On a call with his daughter, who runs Daddyo’s social media accounts, Markus
told her to reach out to the donors and thank them for their kindness, but tell them that he
didn’t want to accept the money.

Although he was overwhelmed and grateful for the support, it wasn’t how he wanted to run
his restaurant. “We’re not interested in charity,” he said. “We’re interested in business.”

But this sparked an idea. Markus realized that if people wanted to donate to Daddyo’s, he
could use that money to give back to the Toronto community. On November 27, he posted a
video about his new initiative: Daddyo’s Feeds the Downtown. Every dollar that people
donate will be used to make pasta meals for frontline workers, homeless shelters, and
charities.

Blythe Media, an email marketing agency, reached out and donated $2,000. Beginning on
December 8, they are helping Daddyo’s coordinate pasta drop-offs with groups like the
University Health Network every Tuesday and Thursday. The restaurant is scheduled to
donate 80 meals each week. “Except for a short break for Christmas, we’re going to continue
to do that into the new year, so the funds are spent,” Markus said.

On December 6, they surpassed $5,000 in donations. Markus credited the experience with
reshaping his perspective on the restaurant’s future. He remembered being afraid at the idea
of losing his business. “Since I was 17, I've been working every day in my life,” he said. “I
feared... not working, because I didn’t know what I would do.”

But seeing the U of T community come together to support the restaurant, Markus felt a new
clarity. “Like I said to my wife the other day, I'm just so reinvigorated by the whole thing. I
got to a point after running restaurants for over 40 years, just really burned out by my whole
career... and this has given me a whole new challenge,” he said. “As a crusty old man, I just
feel blown away by everything.”

According to Markus, the game plan is to make it until next September. He figures that by
then, the vaccine will likely be distributed and students will be back on campus. Given the
engagement levels over Daddyo’s posts, it seems that the U of T community is determined to
keep Daddyo’s alive to see that day.

For students like Jain, this restaurant is more than just the local pasta joint — it is also an
achingly familiar place of comfort. Once, when she was having the worst week of her life and
walking home to Woodsworth College Residence with tears streaming down her face, she
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impulsively turned into Daddyo’s instead. Barely having wiped her eyes, she placed her order
in a shaky voice.

“Jeff sat me down, told me to breathe, and asked me if I was okay,” she wrote. “It all came
tumbling out and I don’t remember exactly what he said, but I know that by the time he gave
me the pasta and I started walking out, I was laughing.”

For moments like those, Jain and other students are resolute in rallying around Daddyo’s,
giving back to a restaurant that has given so much to them.

“We’ve got his back,” Jain wrote. “Like he’s always had ours.”
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