
We take playgrounds for 
granted. Like parks, schools, 
and libraries, they are a  
natural part of city life, 

a place where kids can burn off that  
seemingly unlimited supply of energy.

But Toronto’s playgrounds were ac-
tually invented at the turn of the 20th 
century, a result of a passionate strug-
gle over the rights of children and the 
use of the city’s public spaces. Toronto’s 
first playgrounds were created in a des-
perate effort to help children who were 
growing up in squalid, poverty-stricken 
downtown slums.

Conditions in slum areas such as St. 
John’s Ward (between Yonge and Uni-
versity, from College down to Queen), 
the area east of Parliament, and around 
Bathurst and Niagara streets were abys-
mal. Toronto’s crusading Medical Offic-
er of Health, Charles Hastings, argued 
that “what we have read of with disgust 
as having happened in the cities of Eu-
rope in the Middle Ages, happens in 
Toronto now before our very eyes.” He 
warned that Toronto’s slums, crowded 
with immigrant families in ramshack-
le houses, were “a menace to public 
health, affording hotbeds for germina-
tion and dissemination of disease, vice, 
and crime.”

With no playgrounds or parks near-
by, slum children had no choice but to 
play in refuse-strewn alleyways or on 
the streets. Many youngsters were in-
jured or killed in collisions with horse-
drawn carts, streetcars, bicycles, and the 
first cars. Hundreds of children on the 
streets earned money by begging, sell-
ing newspapers, shining shoes, running 
errands, or delivering messages. Girls 
often had infants and toddlers — their 
younger siblings — in tow. Some chil-
dren slept on the streets, unwilling to 
return home, or without a home to go to.

Hanging out on city streets at all 

hours of the day and night, impressiona-
ble youngsters were exposed early to the 
seedy underbelly of urban life. In 1886, 
Mayor William Howland called them 
“the wild children of the city.” They con-
gregated near saloons, watching drunks 
staggering in and out and witnessing 
vicious knife fights. Boys joined gangs 
and learned to steal, played gambling 
games like craps, and saw police arrests 
and shakedowns. For a few pennies or 
a kind word, youngsters ran errands for 
prostitutes, addicts, and criminals. In 
1889, The Globe claimed that newsboys, 
out on the streets late at night, with 

money in their pockets to spend on al-
cohol, cigarettes, and gambling, would 
inevitably “turn out criminals.”

Activists — known as “child savers” 
for their particular interest in the welfare 
of young people — believed that all chil-
dren had a right to play, but they worried 
about kids subjected to “the contaminat-
ing influences of the street without the 
tonic of a healthy home life.” Youngsters 
on the street easily got into trouble and 
the child savers argued that they were 
unfairly criminalized simply for acting 
like kids. Journalist and Toronto Chil-
dren’s Aid Society founder John Joseph 

(J.J.) Kelso — the most prominent Cana-
dian child saver — observed that “Chil-
dren have no place to play, and yet they 
cannot be still, so the neighbours’ win-
dows are broken…and a fatal intimacy 
with the police court begins.”

It was widely felt that too many young 
people in Toronto’s poorest neighbor-
hoods were being drawn into a life of de-
linquency, addiction, and hopelessness. 
“The slum germ produces its diseases 
as truly as the germ of tuberculosis,” 
suggested Hastings. Fearing that youth-
ful energy — what they termed “the 
spirit of youth” — would turn destruc-
tive unless given positive outlets, activ-
ists across North America pleaded for 
public funding of playgrounds. Point-
ing to the examples of New York, Ber-
lin, Chicago, Paris, and other cities that 
reported plummeting rates of juvenile 
delinquency in neighbourhoods with 
supervised playgrounds, Toronto’s child 
savers argued that playgrounds were the 
best hope for diverting at-risk young-
sters from a downward spiral.

Drawn mostly from the ranks of 
middle-class settlement house workers, 
teachers, nurses, social workers, and 
journalists, the child savers advocated 
for playgrounds as part of broader slate 
of protective child welfare measures in-
cluding compulsory education, an end 
to child labour, and separate juvenile 
courts. Two of North America’s best 
known child savers — Jane Addams, 
the founder of Hull House Settlement 
in Chicago, and Lillian Wald, founder of 
Henry Street Settlement in New York — 
set up some of the earliest supervised 
playgrounds in the United States in 
the yards of their respective settlement 
houses.

In Toronto, the playground move-
ment was also propelled by a sense of 
urgency about the danger that unassimi-
lated immigrants — thought to spread 
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slums and crime — posed to the social 
fabric. The child savers believed that 
immigrant children “cast into the great 
mixing pot of strenuous play” would 
emerge transformed into Canadians, 
and would help their parents integrate 
in turn.

There were high hopes for what 
playgrounds could accomplish. As well 
as integrating immigrant youth (and 
combating the foreign political ideas 
they brought with them), supporters 
hoped that playgrounds would keep al-
ienated, disaffected kids from turning 
into a criminal class open to theft and 
violence. They saw them as a bulwark 
against social disorder, prompting a 
leader of the Playground Association of 
America to call the use of tax funds for 
recreational facilities “the best form of 
insurance against assassination and so-
cial revolution.”

Evidence from other cities showed 
that specially trained supervisors were 
key to successful playgrounds, provid-
ing the moral guidance that youngsters 
did not receive at home. Playground staff 
mentored poor and immigrant children, 
teaching them about good citizenship, 
democracy, fair play, hygiene, and health. 
They offered basketball, maypole dances, 
storytelling, music classes, clubs, arts 
and crafts, and much more. Activities 
for teenagers encouraged team sports 
in place of gang loyalties, and leadership 
skills rather than fistfights and bullying. 
Children learned to treat each other re-
spectfully, and staff intervened to stop 
racial prejudice and fights.

Kids on some supervised playgrounds 
were so empowered that they set up self-
governing “playground republics,” writ-
ing laws and choosing children to serve 
in the role of mayor, police, judge, and 
other city officials. Some youngsters 
put on plays and concerts; others set up 
small museums or produced their own 
newspapers. In Boston, two hundred 
poor kids declared a playground repub-

lic called “The City of Hawthorne,” and 
produced their own health code which 
cautioned: “Keep yourself neat and tidy 
and don’t bum around; Don’t eat cheap 
candy and pickles.”

Working tirelessly to mobilize public 
support, Toronto’s playground advocates 
forged links with their American coun-
terparts. They recruited Jacob Riis, the 
New York muckraking journalist known 
for his 1890 exposé of urban poverty, 
How the Other Half Lives, to speak to 
a Canadian Club luncheon. “The boy 
without a playground,” he told his well-
heeled Toronto audience, “is the father 
of the man without a job.”

The child savers began to gather sup-
port. The Riverdale Businessmen’s As-
sociation called for the City to provide 
supervised playgrounds, and the Trades 
and Labour Council proposed a tax to 
help pay for them. Local newspapers re-
ported playground successes in other cit-
ies, and joined politicians in urging the 
City to purchase plots of land downtown 
for building playgrounds before costs 
climbed out of reach. In 1906, the Board 
of Education approved the building of 
playgrounds to help advance “the assimi-
lation of the various races in this city…
thus assisting to lay the foundation of an 
enlightened citizenship.” Two years later, 
the City’s first supervised playgrounds 
were opened on school grounds during 
the summer months only.

In 1908, Kelso and other activists es-
tablished the Toronto Playgrounds As-
sociation. Winnipeg and Hamilton soon 
set up their own organizations. Howev-
er, the demand for public space for poor 
children to play, including access to play 
space and equipment on Sundays, ran 
up against the stern Victorian values of 
the city’s ruling elite, which opposed rec-
reational activities on the Christian Sab-
bath. As a result, play equipment was 
normally locked up or removed from 
schoolyards on Sundays. Toronto’s parks 
remained closed on Sundays until 1938. 

The Lord’s Day Alliance successfully 
campaigned for a bylaw prohibiting the 
Sunday use of City-run toboggan slides 
in neighbourhood parks.

There were other obstacles too. In to-
nier neighbourhoods, residents worried 
about an incursion of poor immigrant 
children spreading the “slum germ.” The 
Playgrounds Association’s first planned 
project, on Sherbourne Street in Moss 
Park, was abandoned in 1909, reported 
the Toronto Daily Star, after confronting 
“vigorous” opposition from local resi-
dents who “feared the playground would 
draw children from other parts of the city 
and constitute an annoyance.” A subse-
quent plan to build a playground for the 
benefit of the largely immigrant children 
in St. John’s Ward (Ward Three, known 
simply as “The Ward”) also triggered re-
sentment: “I think you should consider 
first those people in Ward Two who have 
lived here all their lives,” protested Alder-
man John O’Neill, “rather than the new-
comers in Ward Three.”

Politicians complained loudly about 
the “outrageous” $164,000 cost of pur-
chasing expropriated properties for 

the Elizabeth Street playground in the 
Ward (located where the Hospital for 
Sick Children currently stands). It cost 
several thousand dollars more to equip 
and operate the playground. Support-
ers countered by pointing to the social 
costs of not providing public recreation, 
asking: “Which are cheaper? Prisons or 
playgrounds?”

In 1909, the first municipality- 
supervised playground was opened in 
St. Andrew’s park on Adelaide Street 
West near Spadina and Richmond. 
Equipped by the Parks Department and 
operated by the Playgrounds Associa-
tion, the playground was divided into 
two equal sections, one for boys and 
one for girls. Equipment included see-
saws, sandboxes, parallel bars, flying 
rings, rope ladders, and a trapeze.

Swarms of excited youngsters be-
sieged the first public playgrounds de-
spite facing long lineups to use the equip-
ment. Twelve hundred children attended 
the St. Andrew’s Playground daily in the 
summertime. “Everywhere here joy is 
unconfined,” said a reporter at the Nia-
gara Street playground in 1911. “On the 

Fonds 1244,  Item 8029



 SPACING.CA  »   75

chute-the-chutes, the swings, and the teeter-
totters, in the sandpits, or at the quoits or 
tag games you meet with the same happy 
faces, the natural unrestrained laughter, and 
incessant . . . demonstrations of innocent, 
exuberant joy.” A visitor to the Ward play-
ground observed that “boys and girls who 
were accustomed to fear taunts, jeers, and 
slurs hurled at them because of their race 
and tongue, are delighted to be received on 
terms of absolute equality.”

Not to be outdone, Eaton’s department 
store announced the grand opening of a 
roof garden and playground with attendants 
to look after children while their parents 
shopped. In 1911, businessman and politi-
cian Edmond Boyd Osler donated $25,000 
to purchase land for a playground near 
Dundas and Argyle streets. Land for the Re-
gent Street playground in the east end was 
purchased by the City and equipped at the 
personal expense of Alderman O’Neill (who 
said he was born on the site).

While welcoming such largesse, the 
Playgrounds Association insisted that play-
grounds were a public good that should be 
supported at public expense. Mayor George 
Geary agreed, adding: “Fresh air and abun-
dance of playground space is the inherent 
right of every child, and will do more to 
obliterate vicious juvenile habits and petty 
crime than any other means yet conceived.”

From 1910–1914, the City of Toronto 
spent nearly $1.5 million to purchase land 
for parks and playgrounds. In 1913, the 
Playgrounds Association agreed to turn over 
operation of the playgrounds to the Parks 
Department, and that year the City spent 
nearly $18,000 on playground maintenance. 
By 1931, there were 56 supervised play-
grounds across the city.

Over the years, children on the streets 
faced increasing numbers of cars and 
greater risk of injury. Schools joined the To-
ronto Transit Commission (TTC) and the 
Ontario Safety League in an effort to move 
children’s play off the streets and educate 
adults and children alike about road safe-
ty. A TTC poster (borrowed from wartime 

England) declared: “We don’t play games in 
the road: so why do we let our children?”

Ironically, although playgrounds were 
originally created to protect youngsters 
from harm, more recently they have been 
criticized as safety hazards. Just over a 
decade ago, despite widespread protests, 
hundreds of playgrounds across the city 
— many paid for by volunteer fundrais-
ing — were demolished. Toronto was not 
unique; triggered by new safety standards 
for play equipment, these mass demoli-
tions occurred in cities across Canada and 
the United States.

Since then, playground designs have 
aimed to minimize possible risks. Wood 
chips or sand have replaced hard asphalt 
surfaces to cushion falls, and more equip-
ment is made of plastics and wood rather 
than metal. Slides are shorter and seesaws 
have springs to stop them from moving too 
fast or too high. Some playground favourites, 
like small roundabouts, are considered so 
dangerous that they have been removed from 
most playgrounds. Now a new generation of 
playground activists claims that we have gone 
too far. In our efforts to protect children we 
have made playgrounds so safe that kids find 
them boring. Taking some risks, they say, 
helps children learn and develop.

Gradually, supervised recreation pro-
grams for teenagers moved away from 
playgrounds into community centres and 
schools, leaving playgrounds as the pre-
serve of younger children and their car-
egivers. Despite the occasional naysayer, 
like Toronto’s current mayor, who dispar-
ages intervention programs for teenagers 
as “hug-a-thug” projects, it is now widely 
accepted that supervised recreation and 
mentorship is vital to improving the lives 
and prospects of marginalized young peo-
ple. Over a century later, as we grapple 
with youth violence in a variety of neigh-
bourhoods, it seems that the child savers 
had it right: young people must find some 
sort of positive outlet for their natural en-
ergy and passion, and we ignore this at 
our peril. s
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