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Oral history interview with Julie Mathien conducted by Ruth Belay 
17 December 2019 
 
00:00:01 Ruth Belay 
 OK, if you wouldn't mind stating your name and the year you first, I 

guess, built a connection with the University of Toronto. 
 
00:00:10 Julie Mathien 
 Right. My name's Julie Mathien and I first developed a connection with 

the University of Toronto via the Campus Community Cooperative 
Childcare Centre. And that would have been in the spring of 1969. No, 
sorry it would not have been, it would have been in March of 1969 
because I was in the sit-in at Simcoe Hall to get money to renovate the 
childcare centre, unless that was March of 1970? Oh god, I wrote the 
paper I should remember that, right [laughs]. Yeah, the spring – wait a 
second, no it would have been 69, yeah, yeah, yeah. 

 
00:00:54 Ruth 

69, okay. And could you tell us a little bit about your background? 
 

00:00:59 Julie 
My background is – do you want my personal background? 
 

00:01:06 Ruth 
 Yes, personal, academic.  
 
00:01:08 Julie 

Oh, okay, fine. Well, I'm Canadian, although I have, thanks to fortunate 
parentage I have an American citizenship and a British citizenship. And 
I was born and raised in Ontario. From the time I was 10, I was- I lived in 
Toronto with my family. Out of grade 13, which we had back in those 
days, I went to art college and was trained as a silversmith. Decided 
actually partway through that wasn't what I was going to be doing with 
my life, but finished the course anyway. And I, soon after graduating, I 
had time on my hands because I wasn't going to be a silversmith 
[laughs], I had to decide what I wanted to do.  
 

 And the sit-in had taken place, the childcare centre had achieved the 
funding it needed in order to renovate 12 Sussex. And I would get little 
notices in the mail, because there was no email back then, that they 
needed volunteers. And I'd actually worked a lot with children in the 
summer, and was going to that summer actually again. I'd been a 
camp counsellor, I'd been a playground leader. I had never worked 
with infants and toddlers, but I decided to go and volunteer at the 
daycare. And really enjoyed the volunteer work, liked the people that I 
met there, so after the summer I went back to volunteer because I 
hadn't quite decided where I was going to land, and just continued 
there.  

 
 By that time I was married, my husband was still an undergraduate at U 

of T and went on to get his other two degrees there, so he got his 
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master’s and his PhD at the University as well and really has worked for 
the University all his life. And he's recently retired. He's a philosophy prof 
and also was the associate director, and often the director, of the 
Transitional Year Program. And, so that was his contribution to students 
and the University. He's still teaching a sessional actually. And as I said, 
my mother was the reference librarian at St. Mike’s [St. Michael’s 
College, U of T] for close to 35 years [correction: 30 years].  

.   
And so, my- you know, really my volunteer work at 12 Sussex was the 
start of my life as a childcare advocate, I guess is what I'd say. I 
understood that a good childcare experience was critical for children. I 
mean a good childhood experience is critical for children and 
childcare is one of the places they can get that as long as it's good 
childcare. And that it was fundamental, I mean I was a member of the 
women's movement, it was fundamental for women's ability to have 
choices, absolutely fundamental.  

 
 And so, I volunteered in the fall, one of the coordinators left, and I was 

asked to come and work at the daycare and agreed to do so. One of 
the things that I said to a bunch of parents at our latest reunion was, 
“you know, I really am deeply grateful to you for allowing me to work 
with your children for those years.” I said, “I want you to know I was in 
no way qualified to do so, but then again neither was anyone else in 
the province, so at least I liked them.”  

 
 So, I was the- I was a coordinator at Campus Community Co-operative 

until just after the second occupation when we occupied Devonshire 
Place and at that point I moved on and worked for the Daycare 
Organizing Committee, which was a federally funded program. You 
know, these were local initiative project grants and then we moved on 
to Company of young Canadians funding where what we were going 
to do was establish non-profit community based childcares in various 
communities in Toronto, easier said than done.  

 
 At that point, as I pointed out in the paper - childcare was changing. 

And these small non-profit community-based programs with a lot of 
parent input [started to pop up], that was very new for childcare. It was 
very new to have full-day childcare for middle class kids too, when 
these were largely middle class parents who could organize this stuff. 
There were others being organized in lower-income communities, which 
was great as well, but they were starting to materialize and we wanted 
help, essentially.  

 
 It was- we actually did end up being able to start a childcare centre, 

which lasted about three years, I guess. It was in a space in a United 
Church was a- our relationship with the church was always a bit fraught 
and there was no money at that point to do the kinds of renovations 
that were needed as well, so no public funding to do the kinds of 
renovations that were needed. So, it had a brief life but nevertheless, it 
was sort of a noble effort. And so that, it was that kind of context that 
lead us to take that kind of activity.  
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 We were actually- the daycare organization on the ground when we 

needed really important political support for the kinds of changes that 
at the time the provincial government was going to be making, that 
were going to be affecting the quality of childcare. I also outlined this in 
the paper. And so, we were- we had a lot of contacts in the 
community, we were able to broaden our reach to- for the whole 
province and so we were able to fight the government and win 
actually.  

 
And that was the start of the childcare movement in Ontario. I wasn't, 
you know, I'm not taking any credit as an individual, there were whole 
[large] numbers of people who were involved, but it was very useful 
that Daycare Organizing Committee they were four staff people that 
were there at the time. And that we already had a bit of a base, we 
had a little tabloid that went out called Daycare for Everyone and so 
there was a beginnings of a childcare movement and that kind of 
coalesced with the government action at the time.  

 
 I then worked for the Toronto Board of Education in the old board 

before amalgamation. We were the first board in Canada to start 
putting childcare centres in schools and the network of school-based 
childcare we see now started then. In Toronto, they all had to be non-
profit, they all had to be community-based. At the end, there were four 
staff people. I was one of them, who worked with communities to help 
them set up non-profit childcare centres with parent boards. And we 
had about a third of the schools, a third of the elementary schools, in 
Toronto were- ended up having childcare centres in them.  

 
 The province in 1987 announced an initiative where they were going to 

build childcare space into every new school and so I, at that point, 
went to the province to work on that initiative. I worked for the Ministry 
of Education at that point. And then that sort of had gotten on the rails. 
And in [correction: until] the early 1990s, I was a bureaucrat in the 
Ministry of Education. I shifted gears a bit and was the Social Policy 
Coordinator in Premier Rae's office until ‘95 when the people of Ontario 
decided they really didn't really want an NDP government. So, I- so at 
that point I actually took some time off from public service, was a 
consultant for about four years and doing a couple of interesting 
research projects, early childhood education-related and I did some 
other public sector related stuff.  

 
 And [I] then went back to work for government, went to the City of 

Toronto between 1999 and 2007. And between 2007 and 2012, I went 
back to the province to- I was a Director of Early Learning and Child 
Development. So, childcare at that point was in the Ministry of Children 
and Youth Services. Childcare care at that point was in that ministry, it 
was one of the programs that- it was our biggest program actually that 
my branch was in charge of. We also worked with the Ministry of 
Education on full-day kindergarten, the implementation of full-day 
kindergarten [policy work]. And over time, and this made sense, it was 
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something I had supported for years, childcare moved from the Ministry 
of Children and Youth Services to the Ministry of Education. We still had 
[other] programs in our branch that we were in charge of, so we 
continued. And I retired in 2012, so I was at the Ministry of Children and 
Youth Services from 2007 to 2012.  

 
So that's my- and I did various kinds of voluntary situations. I was often 
on volunteer boards, things like the Daycare Reform Action Alliance, 
which was the- which grew out of Daycare Organizing Committee. And 
that was early on that eventually became the Ontario Coalition for 
Better Childcare, which I was never on the board of. I was on the board 
of the Canadian Childcare Advocacy Association, which was the 
national childcare advocacy association. I was on the board of 
Pueblito Canada, which did early childhood development work in Latin 
American countries. And I've been on the board of the Huron Sussex 
Residents Organization and on the board of, the historical board of 
where my family’s cottage is.  

 
 So, I've- I haven't always been allowed to sit on boards. When I was 

political staff, I couldn't sit on boards, when I was director it was okay to 
sit on the residents’ association, but not on any childhood-related 
board. But that's- but I generally am doing that. I got my 
undergraduate history degree at York because at the time U of T didn't 
have a lot of social history and that's what I was interested in, so 
particularly history of education. I did my MA at OISE, which was a 
history of education MA.  

 
 My thesis topic was little kids who went to school, not who went to 

childcare, but who went to school, broadly in Ontario between the 
1850s to 19- about 1910. And then, narrow focus in Toronto from the 
1880s to about 1910. And so actually very few people have done work 
on kids under 7 during that time period, so. I'm just trying to think of 
what else might be useful for you. Anyway, I've gone on about myself 
for quite a while, so if you have any questions just let me know. 

 
00:14:17 Ruth 

Yes. Could you tell me a little bit more I guess about your earlier 
involvement, so the first, I guess, sit-in that you were involved in at 
Simcoe Hall. 
 

00:14:27 Julie 
Okay. Tom [Tom Mathien] was a member of the New Left Caucus, 
that's my husband, we weren't married at that point. He was a member 
of the New Left Caucus. He- I'm trying to remember whether he had 
been on SAC [Students’ Administrative Council], he wasn't on SAC at 
that point, he had been on SAC. And I was- we had our reading week, 
you know, I was at art college, we had our reading week and so I was 
busy working on a project or something, I'm not even quite sure what I 
was working on.  
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 And he said, “there's a big demonstration for childcare over at Simcoe 
Hall and they've occupied the building, they need help.” I said, “oh, 
okay.” And I'd been doing some- that was early days, I had been doing 
some reading on women's liberation and the status of women in society 
and that kind of stuff, so I thought oh, this is sort of a cool thing to do. So 
off we trotted. I didn't stay overnight, I have to say, I went back and I 
helped leaflet on campus.  

 
 And so, I was- so that was my first encounter and I was really delighted 

when the daycare got the funding to renovate and then that spring, as 
I said, when I graduated I had some time on my hands, so I thought 
before I started my summer job, which was working on a playground, 
I'd just, I'd do some volunteer work at, Huron-Sussex. And I, frankly, I 
didn't go to childcare when I was a kid. You may have, I mean, I 
actually taught a public policy course, an early childhood policy 
course I forgot to add that in my- the years when I was consulting, I 
taught an early childhood public policy course at Ryerson. And I, you 
know, at the start of every term, I'd say to a new batch of students, 
“okay, how many of you went to childcare of one sort or another?” 
And 90% of the class was putting up their hands. These kids were 
certainly young enough to be my children, in some cases probably my 
grandchildren, but not quite, but.  

 
 But when I grew up, kids went to nursery school maybe, but the data 

show that generally moms were not in the workforce. It does show that 
when they were in the workforce, they were usually in full-time and at 
the time, people didn't use what we would consider to be a childcare 
centre or something like and licensed private childcare didn't even 
exist. They were more likely to be looked after at home by a family 
member.  

 
 So, it would have been parents tag teaming shifts or auntie or grandma 

coming in or maybe the kid going to another relative's house or 
something like that, but it was mainly in the home and mainly by a 
family member. So, this whole idea that you would drop your child off 
somewhere during the day and come back and pick them up at night 
was [laughs]- and there was very little parent involvement in licensed 
childcare at that point. Licenced childcare [correction: Childcare] had 
existed in Ontario since the late- 19th century, well, the wartime day 
nurseries were certainly government related and licensing came into 
play in 1946 with the Day Nurseries Act.  

 
 And so- and people who had run babysitting arrangements, and they 

certainly existed, had to get themselves licensed. So, all those people 
who had set up little things [programs] in their basements had to find 
something else, and that did happen. But there were also what we 
would recognize as childcare centres that were not operating illegally 
because there was no legislation, they just were operating and they 
had to come into compliance.  
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 And by the time the late 1960s arrived there were under 50 childcare 
centres in metropolitan Toronto and they were mostly in the city, the 
backbone were the municipal centres, which were an artefact of the 
wartime day nurseries. And then most of the others, and as a matter of 
fact the biggest number, were private operators set up childcare 
centres. Some of them had early childhood qualifications, others didn't 
and then there was a sort of a clutch of non-profits, some of them 
charitable, who started sometimes in the late 19th century to look after 
quote, children of the poor, unquote. So, they were charitable 
enterprises.  

 
 Even by the late 1960s, there was very little parent involvement and 

that was one of the cornerstones of both 12 Sussex and the other 
University-based childcare centres and also those- the little community-
based non-profits that were starting up. So, people were saying, you 
know, we need childcare and we're not interested in just handing our 
children off to people whom we don't know, although you'd of course 
get to know them in time. So, this wave of parent-directed childcare 
centres was, as I said, something that was quite new.  

 
 So, I started volunteering and I realized that, you know, kids were fine, I 

mean they really were. About half the volunteer cohort were parents 
and the rest were students, they were people like me, and it was- and 
the kids were well looked after. It was very, I guess, flexible day is what I 
should say and with infants and toddlers that's what you want.  

 
 It was a group that was very counter-culture, that at the time, didn't 

have a very good view of government and so there were things that 
were ignored when they shouldn't have been. But over time people 
learned like you do need to have a fire drill every once in awhile. So, 
over time people said, “okay, fine. Yeah, we do need to do that,” so all 
of that stuff over time started to take place. And as I said I, you know, if 
I had felt that the children were not thriving in the environment I 
wouldn't have been involved, but they were, they were. So, that's how 
my- that's sort of a roundabout way of talking about how I was 
involved.  

 
 And students in the University community was something that had to 

relate to right from the very beginning, because the original group, the 
founders, as we called them, I wasn't a founder, had broken into a 
University-owned building and set up a childcare centre there. So, 
much of what the centre did for the first almost 10 years actually was 
negotiate with the University and negotiate with government to kind of 
find its place in the University and to find its place within what was 
happening with childcare at that particular point.  

 
 And it was- I mean none of this was easy, I mean those early childcare 

centres were real pioneers, not just 12 Sussex, not just Campus 
Community Cooperative, but they all were. We had the added, I guess, 
challenge of aligning ourselves with a resistant and at times hostile 
institution that did not support what- did not support the idea that 
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students and faculty increasingly were going to be women and were 
going to be- were going to have children, sometimes while they were 
still undergraduates, sometimes while they were still graduate students 
and certainly when they were faculty.  

 
 And the connection between childcare and women's rights and 

women's liberation, I mean people sometimes say childcare is a 
parenting issue not a women's issue, and it's both, really. But until 
women started to go to university in greater numbers and stay in 
university in greater numbers, either as graduate students or as faculty, 
or because they had children as undergraduates, until that thing 
happened, childcare wasn't considered to be anything that a 
university would need to think about.  

 
 And at the time the University of Toronto really did believe in the neo-

liberal analysis of how families operate, which is they're your children 
and your responsibility and as an institution we really don't have any 
obligation to help support you. That has changed and I do say that in 
the paper that I wrote, there are now multiple childcare centres across 
all campuses. The University is actually- you know, this is- I would say 
probably 20 years ago the University did sort of take childcare onboard.  

 
 I think it was probably the most resistant of all the universities in Ontario. 

York immediately said to this group of parents, “yes, we can find you 
some space and we'll renovate some space.” I don't- the University of 
Waterloo was not as resistant, Guelph wasn't as resistant, U of T was- I 
mean there is documentary proof that it did not behave very well. And 
I'm, you know, my paper isn't made up, it is based on evidence, so. I 
think everyone's forgiven them by now [laughs], but it was not easy.  

 
 And then the dispute with the Province over who should work in the 

centre was difficult as well. Time solved that one, but at one point this 
fledging little centre was fighting on two fronts and it was stressful and 
time consuming for a lot of people. We were young. I mean nobody 
really resented it, this was just something that we knew we had to do.  

 
 And so, you know, we were young and enthusiastic and had lots of 

energy, more than we have now anyway, and it was something that 
we felt was important and wanted to get done and there was a big 
sense of solidarity. SAC was intermittently supportive, initially they were 
very supportive. In 19- when we occupied the building in Devonshire, at 
Devonshire Place rather, SAC at that point had an election and 
elected council that was much more aligned with the University and 
University management than the previous SAC had been. So that was 
something else we had to negotiate as well. And the Varsity was 
always very supportive and things, by 1975, things had settled down in 
terms of childcare. But it really- it took a lot of work, yeah. 

 
00:27:47 Ruth 

I guess going back to the institutional response, can you talk a little bit 
about the way in which they behaved? 
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00:27:54 Julie 

Yeah, sure. The- well, what had happened was in- when the 
organization was, the fledging organization, which had sent out a letter 
throughout campus asking- getting, trying to get response for childcare 
centre on campus and got 40 registrations for a childcare centre that 
didn't exist, yet. When this group approached the University for space, 
the answer was no and with the opening, with the start up classes 
looming at the beginning of September, they moved into one of the 
houses in Huron Sussex that the University had acquired and was 
empty.  
 

 They had been- one of the things that the University did, both when the 
group was looking for space initially and then when we were looking for 
space to expand, and I was a part of that committee actually, is the 
University would dangle empty space in front of us and when we say, 
“well, actually yeah, we could make that work,” would say, “I'm sorry it's 
not available.” So, they'd been- I mean it was acting in bad faith 
actually. So people moved in one weekend and got it up and running. 
Brought in toys and put down carpet tiles to make a carpet in the main 
playroom and were using the- I mean it was a house, I mean it was 
never intended to be used as anything else but a house, but it had two 
bathrooms, which was really helpful and a kitchen downstairs, a fairly 
large kitchen downstairs and bedrooms upstairs that you could turn into 
nap rooms and stuff like that, so the bones were there, you know, it was 
pretty good.  

 
 So, the University turned up fairly early on and said, “whoops, what's 

going on here?” So, the centre was in- that was actually- I'm trying to 
think now, I think I mean you could check back in the paper, but I think 
I may have got dates wrong. No, I think that was- I can't remember 
whether the- actually I do have dates wrong. I started volunteering in 
‘70 not ’69, so that was what that was.  

 
 So, the occupation of Simcoe Hall was ‘70 and people moved in in the 

fall of ‘69, so I was just- and so the demonstration at, the Simcoe Hall 
occupation was in ‘70, March of ‘70, April, March of ‘70. And so, the 
University response was ‘no’ and then the day nurseries branch of 
course showed up and said, “you need a licence and here's what you 
need to do.”  

 
 And so, one of the things that precipitated the Simcoe Hall occupation 

in addition to needing funds, was needing to keep the space. Everyone 
was aware very early on, there's stuff in minutes and meetings and stuff 
like that, that the space was going to be quite contested. And they 
received- the Centre received a letter in March, yeah, March of ‘70, 
saying that they had the Centre for basically another year and a half 
but after that they were going to need to move out and the University 
took no responsibility for finding them another space.  
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 And the Centre at that point had- didn't have a lease and believe that 
it was negotiating for a lease. They also- the University also billed them 
for back rent, but they had thought they were still negotiating the rent. 
So, this actually was one of the actions that precipitated the Simcoe 
Hall sit-in. So, it was the need for funds, but it was also the need to 
secure the space.  

 
 And then, so the Simcoe Hall sit-in took place, the space became 

secure, they were- the University was going to put money into the 
building to bring it up to physical standard. The Centre still couldn't find 
a qualified staff person that they liked that were- there were practically 
nobody qualified in the province [to work with infants and toddlers] at 
that point. And so, the stuff with the day nurseries, with the provincial 
government, continued but the University was quiet for the time being, 
until in a year and a half later we started asking for space to expand, 
because we had all these little ones who were turning two and were 
really out-growing the space at 12 Sussex. We had a waiting list for 
younger children and we really needed to have either a bigger centre 
or another centre.  

 
 So, the University once again said, “no, we don't have any responsibility 

for this,” but, [takes a sip of water] they did what they did the first time, 
which was to show us some space, and whenever we said, “you know, 
actually this one's fine,” they'd say, “sorry, it's not available.” At one 
point, some space that we thought we were negotiating still to have 
got torn down. And this is all outlined in Varsity stuff and letters back 
and forth all that kind of thing.  

 
 And so, what happened was that we moved- we rented an apartment 

and moved about six of the over two-year-olds in the- [inaudible] it was 
totally unlicenseable, it was totally under-the-table, it was- we were 
very- and but wasn't actually, there was staff with them, parents were 
okay with it. But we knew that it couldn't last. So, we- at that point we 
really, we had been shown the clubhouse in Devonshire Place and that 
was one of the situations where we said, “this is actually a good 
building, you know, we could…” and they said, “no, sorry it's not 
available.” And so, we just decided that we were going to have to 
take it over, so we did.  

 
 And, I mean, what was interesting was then for the- with the Simcoe 

Hall occupation, I mean in doing the research for this I- none of us had 
realized how that occupation really made the University administration 
very nervous because there had never been an occupation on 
campus up until then and all over North America people were sitting-in 
or having demonstrations and there were certainly demonstrations in 
Toronto, but nobody had ever had a sit-in [occupation]. And a few 
months previously, at Sir George Williams University, which is now 
Concordia University, students had occupied a whole building.  There 
was significant property damage and they were- and the University 
administration I think was extremely nervous.  
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 The other thing that happened, of course- I mean there were a number 
of various kinds of left wing groups on campus. I mean the New Left 
Caucus was a very varied group itself but mainly unaffiliated left-
wingers. But there were Trotskyists, there were hard-core communists, 
there were Maoists, there were- a whole bunch of student-based 
organizations, there were various tendencies of the left.  

 
 They all tended to show up at these kinds of things and so they did 

show up to Simcoe Hall. The childcare centre never ever lost control [of 
the Simcoe Hall occupation], but if you read what was written in The 
Globe & Mail, most of which was not true, or what was written in Dr. 
Bissell's, who was then the president, memoir, which is certainly his 
perspective, but also he panicked unnecessarily. Although, I'm sure he 
wasn't happy to have these people in Simcoe Hall. But anyway, so I 
think that they- I mean through inexperience and some bias, and they 
were convinced that the red hoards were at the gate. And basically, it 
wasn’t that - not every parent at 12 Sussex was affiliated with any left-
wing organization. I mean, we had the children of support staff who 
were support staff who were single moms raising the kid on their own, 
who were just totally politically unaffiliated.  

  
And this was a demonstration not to- it was certainly a demonstration 
based on women's rights and based on good early childhood 
education and health and that sort of stuff. I mean people wanted 
good childcare for their children and knew how important it was to 
families. And certainly, there were people on the left within the group, 
but it wasn't everybody. And there were two interesting things about 
the media coverage, which wasn't positive actually, although it 
became more positive all the time, which wasn't positive in terms of the 
occupation. Reporters tended to focus on mothers and children in a 
demonstration and [on] President Bissell being accosted by mothers 
and children. This was a little theme throughout the coverage and The 
Globe in particular, who had a pipeline, it's really obvious if you read 
the articles and you read President Bissell's memoirs, had a pipeline into 
Bissell's office, reported that the red hoards were at the gate, which 
actually wasn't true.  

 
 So that- so I mean there were – I mean the institution at the time was 

like many universities, a very conservative institution. And so, there was 
that and then there was also looking around North America and 
looking at what was happening in other campuses and thinking, “oh 
my god, it's come here. You know, what are we going to do?” So, I 
don't know if that helps with your question. 

 
00:40:42 Ruth 

No, it does. 
 

00:40:42 Julie 
Yeah. 
 

00:40:43 Ruth 
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Definitely the perception and the way that it's covered [Julie: yeah] is 
also something I found the Varsity, depending on the editor, who's 
writing the article, like you can definitely get a tone of their level of 
support or engagement with an issue. 
 

00:41:00 Julie 
Right, right, right, yeah. And I've got, and I didn't bring it with me 
because I didn't bring my actual files with me and I'm still, I'm working 
on the source sheet, but I did a search, I did an archival search for the 
Star, The Globe, and The Telegram at the time there was another daily, 
a third daily in Toronto. And I have all the references to that, if you 
would like them, I'd be happy to photocopy the sheets and they won't 
have the actual article themselves, they didn't print out well. I read 
them online, but it gives you the references if that would be helpful.  
 

 So, over time what happened in terms of media response was that 
once the dust had settled regarding the occupation, the media 
increasingly became okay... you know, they'd visit the place and it was, 
“OK, fine it's a little rough and tumble there. Yeah, okay. But this group 
of parents who really want a real say in raising their own kids and why is 
this such a big problem?” And so over time that's what the reporting 
became, which was- I mean it was helpful and it was helpful to 
childcare as a whole, not just to us, because as I said, there were 
centres like 12 Sussex starting to develop now.  

 
00:42:27 Ruth 

So, what was it like, for I guess, the parents and the students and the 
faculty members who were actually using these facilities, what did it 
mean to them to have on campus- 
 

00:42:35 Julie 
 I think it depended on who you were. At this point, Campus Community 

Cooperative was the only childcare centre on campus. And it was very 
time consuming, it was very time consuming. First of all, you had to do 
some kind of shift on a weekly basis, so either you came in for half a 
day or you were on cleanup crew. Everybody had to do a weekend 
clean up, which was a big clean up about once every six weeks or so. 
And then there were meetings that were, you know, there was- the 
Centre was- started out not just a- they were very, very, very clear that 
this was not just a place to park your kid, that we were looking at 
collective child rearing.  

 
 I don't know what some of the more middle-of-the-road parents 

thought when some volunteer would say to them, “we're going to bust 
monogamy,” but there was, you know, there was- there were various, 
along the spectrum, there were various views of how one raises 
children. And so, I would say probably a third to a half of the parents 
who were involved, lived in communal setting of one sort or another. As 
a student, I lived with a bunch of other people in a house down on 
Henry and Cecil Street so, you know, it was something that I was used 
to. And then we also shared a house on Major Street with other people 
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from the daycare. And so, there were communal living situations that 
were- in our case everyone was monogamous so it wasn't always- it 
really wasn't always about trading spouses.  

 
 But there were- there was a whole range of views about how one raises 

children or how a family is composed. And there were parents who 
lived as nuclear families, usually in apartments at that point because 
nobody had a whole lot of money, a few people owned houses, but 
not many. And so yeah so there was – let’s double back, what was the 
original question? 

 
00:45:22 Ruth 

What did it mean to, I guess, [inaudible]  
 

00:45:25 Julie  
And it was- yeah, it was very labour intensive. And for people who took 
the I guess the childcare politics, broader politics and family politics 
seriously, it was, you know, people who were into it heart and soul and I 
have to say, I really believe that what we were doing was one of the 
good ways to go. There were others, but it was one of the good ways 
to go. It was a huge part of your life, it really was.  
 

 Now your children, I didn't have any kids, until ‘73, but your children are 
a huge part of your life and when you were involved in where your 
children are on a day-to-day basis it really does take on a huge place. 
And so, it was something that for many people it was 24/7. And it's very, 
very interesting because kids have maintained friendships over the 
years and parents have maintained friendships over the years, that 
often happens with childcare and this is no exception. I mean, really 
there are kids who are still very, very close friends.  

 
 And at the reunion parents and volunteers and kids were talking about 

how much these centres meant to them and they were very articulate 
about it and nobody was, you know, nobody was being schmaltzy 
about it. It was- You know, one of the women who turned up is now in 
her late 40s. I was so pleased to see her because when she- because I 
was the person who opened the door when her mom arrived with her 
on her hip, a terrified 19 year-old. She had come from Nova Scotia, she 
had come with [name removed] to marry [name removed]'s dad. 
[Name removed]'s dad had [inaudible, taken off] so here she was in a 
strange city all alone, probably not wanting to go back to Nova Scotia. 
And she had the wit to go the Women's Centre, there was a women's 
resource centre up on Dupont, went there and they said, “you're going 
to need childcare so here's a childcare centre. Go down to 12 Sussex.” 

 
 And she rang the doorbell and I opened it and I said, “may I help you?” 

And she said, “do you do childcare here?” And I said, “yes, we do,” 
and she came in and she looked around and she, you know, told us her 
story. And it was the summer and I don't even know if we really had a 
space back then, but I said to John Foster, who was the chair of the 
board at the time I said, “John, we've got to take her,” and he said, 
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“yeah, yeah we should be fine.” He said, “people are on vacation and 
we'll have a couple of spaces in the fall so yeah, let’s enroll her now.”  

 
 And her mom went onto to go university, get a degree. I can 

remember once, later on when I was picking up my child at 12 Sussex, 
her mom came into the room and sat down on this sort of bench that 
was also a tunnel in the main playroom and she said, “oh my god,” she 
said, “I just chaired a meeting.” She- “I've never chaired a meeting in 
my life but I was the only person in the room who knew how to do it.” 
And she got that skill from being in the eternal meetings we had over 
everything.  

 
 But it was, you know, it was I think- and it's not an exaggeration to say it 

was a real life-saver for a number of people. And they don't have 
parent shifts anymore, they dropped them about 10 years ago, I think, 
because it became an access problem and when the University 
amalgamated its childcare into the big Early Learning Centre that’s on 
Glen Morris across the street from our house. These campus co-ops said, 
“you know, you aren’t a really good fit. We’re a cooperative, this is 
really, we're not going to be a good fit.” So, the University gave them 
their own little house on Huron because they were tearing down the 
Devonshire building at that point.  

 
 And, but as I recall, one of the conditions was that they drop the 

parents shifts because, you know, it does make it out of reach for a 
number of people. And the staff, all the staff, and they were staff at 
that centre, it's a wonderful centre now. When I worked there it was, as 
I said, a little rough and tumble. Not the kids were rough and tumble, 
but a little rough and tumble. But now it's just a fabulous centre. And 
the staff really lament having the parent shifts dropped, I mean some 
centre staff thank god, I don't want parents around, but the staff at the 
Campus Community Co-op said, “we got to know the parents so well 
when they did shifts and it's a bit more of a struggle now.”  

 
 The other thing that was fundamental to Campus Community Co-

operative, and this is what's different from the other centres, which 
were university-organized, was that they believed that the University 
had an obligation not only to the on-campus parents, but to parents 
from the community. So, there's still a mix at Campus Community Co-
operative, they still have parents who may or may not have affiliation 
to the university and so that's your university community relationship 
there and University always had a problem that that. I think they don't 
have that problem anymore, it's a Centre that's a part of that campus 
network, but initially that was an issue.  

 
00:51:55 Ruth 

Yes, definitely. Even my siblings went to the daycare at UTSC 
N’sheemaehn. 

 
 

00:52:03 Julie 
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In where? 
 

00:52:04 Ruth 
The daycare at UTSC, Scarborough campus. They went- when my 
parents weren't students they were just community members that were 
able to get some sort of like reduced price. 
 

00:52:16 Julie 
Oh, that's great, yeah. Yeah, I mean you also- I mean all the centres 
have waiting lists, so now- but initially, you know, you'd sort of want to 
allow- you might want to give university people priority, but allow 
community people just because you have spaces because, you know, 
you don't want to lock yourself into one group in terms of filling the 
centre so yeah, great, yeah. 
 

00:52:40 Ruth 
Exactly. So, I kind of wanted to discuss, I guess, the work that you've 
done in the community as a representative and advocate for Huron 
Sussex neighbourhood with U of T. Can you tell me a little bit more 
about that? 
 

00:52:57 Julie 
The University started assembling properties in Huron Sussex in the late 
1960s. And, I used to run into people who lived where this building 
[Fisher Rare Book Library] is now, who had a house and were 
expropriated and man, did they ever hate the University. I mean some 
of them were alums and hated the university. I think they're all dead by 
now, but I can remember people would say, “where do you live?” And 
we started out on Washington Avenue and then moved to Glen Morris 
when we had our second child and, you know, I'd say “well, I live at 21 
Washington Avenue.” “Oh my god, we owned a house on Sussex and 
the University of Toronto took it,” and they were really upset. So, this was 
going to be the north-west campus and, so all of the houses were 
going to be demolished, that was the plan and you would have big 
university buildings like this in the north-west campus. They got the 
Robarts built and then the funding that they had counted on receiving 
from the province, plus other funding just never materialized.  

 
 So, the University became the accidental residential landlord, and- but 

they still- it took them, this would have been late 60s. It actually took 
them until the turn of the [21st] century for them to come to terms with 
the fact that they were a long-term residential tenant. Not t-, a long-
term residential landlord. And so, initially they- we've got, I mean we've 
got some documentation for this, they actually didn't think this phase 
would go on for very long, so they rented it anybody, they really did. I 
mean we happened to have a university affiliation, but not everybody 
did.  

 
 And they had, you know- the Huron Sussex Residents Organization was 

started by people who lived [owned property] in the neighbourhood 
while the property acquisition was going on, so that they could try and 
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protect the neighbourhood. That's really what it is – the other thing that 
was looming was the Spadina Expressway, which if it had been built, it 
would have just completely destroyed it. And to its credit, the University 
actually opposed the Expressway, it was going to be a big problem for 
campus. And so, you know, over time there were some very long-term 
residents in Huron Sussex like the Ross sisters and the Haslems, and some 
actually were tenants and some were homeowners. Over time the 
University did acquire all of the houses except for about 15 buildings in 
Huron Sussex that the University does not own. And the Huron Sussex 
Residents Organization advocated for Huron Sussex as a community 
and for tenants, as well. So, there was always this kind of dual role.  

 
 And until the late 1990s, the University put very, very little money into the 

houses. I mean, I know they probably think they were putting a lot in, 
but they certainly weren't keeping them up to decent residential 
standards. Residents actually generally took matters into their own 
hands and did a lot of the work themselves, their rents were rent 
controlled. The University because it didn't think it was going to be 
landlord long-term didn't charge much to begin with anyway. And over 
time- initially they were actually some fairly dodgy people who were 
renting buildings, renting houses and they over time left and so there 
was a core of, you know, academics and students and people who 
liked living in the area, who sort of formed – many of us are still there 
and Huron Sussex Residents Organization has always been a fairly 
active residents’ organization.  

 
 In the late 1990s, 1998, the University formed a, what they call a housing 

co-op to provide housing for new faculty, which they used as a 
recruitment strategy. And people are only allowed to say for four years 
and then they have to move, which has meant that we now have a 
community where, at this point it's the majority of the population moves 
every four years. We refer to it as a forced churn. I mean people move 
in and out of communities all the time, but very rarely are you told you 
can only stay for a certain period of time. And we knew that when that 
happened that increasingly we would- the community would become 
a community of temporary residents and so we started planning to try 
to have more of a balance, I guess.  

 So, the community- so, we started asking in the late 1990s for a 
neighbourhood plan. Okay, it's clear it's going to be a residential 
community, you're not going to tear it down and build some buildings, 
what are we going to do with it? So, one of the vice-presidents at the 
time, a guy named Michael Finlayson, who sort of understood what we 
were doing because he had been the president of Palmerston Area 
Residents’ Association said well, “why don't you do a plan?” 

 
 So, we said, “okay, fine we'll go do a plan.” So, off we trotted, did a 

plan, worked with the community, you know, had a whole process 
around it, involved everybody who wanted to be involved and came 
back about 10 months later saying, “here's our plan, Huron Sussex 
2020.” And the University said, “oh.” [Laughs]. So, then we spent the 
next 10 years saying, “okay, fine we presented a plan. If you're not 
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happy with it, let's work together and make a plan we can all agree 
on.”  

 
 So, in 2010 the chief planner at the University finally agreed that we 

could do that and managed to get some money from the budget [the 
University paid for the development of this plan] and we had the Huron 
Sussex Neighbourhood Planning Study – which was, they hired a 
planning and architecture firm to work with us to do it [Huron Sussex 
work with the University to develop it]. And it recognizes Huron Sussex as 
a prominent community. The Huron Sussex Neighbourhood Planning 
Study is mainly what Huron Sussex could look like in the future. There will 
be some intensification through various things like mid-rises along the 
main streets and some laneway and in-fill housing. And there will be 
some limited home ownership. People may be allowed to buy their 
home, not the land underneath it, but buy their home. The legislation to 
permit that has [inaudible]. And Huron Sussex will be a permanent 
community. 

 
 What that- what we wanted to have happen and didn't happen in that 

phase, was we wanted to get an agreement on how many of the units 
would be short-term, four year, and how many of the units would be 
there for people who don't have a term limit on their tenancy. And 
then we call that stabilizing the population in Huron Sussex.  

 
 The University came to believe that the home-ownership piece was 

going to be the main way that we were going to stabilize. We're now 
in, almost in 2020, and that hasn't happened. So, we, a number of years 
ago said, “look, this is going much slower and at this point we're at 60% 
short-term turnover units and 40% long-term units, we need to 
rebalance that.” We're in discussions about how to do that at this point. 
It's been going on a long time. But if Huron Sussex is going to be, 
continue to be, a viable community, you need that anchor of people 
who know they don't have to leave in four years. So, it started out as 
three, and I have to say the University did, in time, increase it to four 
years at our- because we advocated for that. And at one point, 
departments were able to rent units for a month, three weeks, 
somebody coming for a conference. And they've stopped that, which 
was helpful. I mean it was, for some people it was like being next to an 
Airbnb. So, yeah, so they stopped that.  

 
 So, we have made some progress and we've made some progress in 

terms of our discussions regarding what the population would look like 
living in Huron Sussex. And the Huron Sussex Plan talks about what Huron 
Sussex will look like. And it's actually a good neighbourhood plan, it 
really is [Ruth: that’s good]. And it still, you know, the implementation is 
going more slowly than anybody ever thought. The choreography of 
the increase in intensification and making more units long-term is off, I 
mean it's just not sinking [working] the way it should, which is why we've 
really turned up the heat in terms of, “okay, how are we going to 
stabilize things?” 
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 But it- for the- really what that plan does, is a plan says that Huron 
Sussex is a permanent residential community. In the official plan, and 
we've worked with the City to do this as well, since 1997 it's been known 
as an area of special interest [identity] within campus. So, it's- so the 
City recognizes it as a low-rise residential community within the campus 
precinct, so yeah. So, basically, that's what- we haven't had to have 
any occupations [laughs] or anything, which is good. I'm getting too 
old for that really [laughs] and yeah, so that's- yeah. 

 
01:04:50 Ruth 

And have you noticed that they've been, I guess, more receptive in 
working with the community in this area? 
 

01:04:56 Julie 
Absolutely, yeah, yeah, I mean, they have. The hard one is rebalancing 
the neighbourhood. The University does- the being able to offer new 
faculty a place to live for four years is something that's very important, 
we understand that. We also understand that we should be able to 
arrive at a balance. We should not be in a situation where every single 
unit that becomes empty goes over to the four-year stream. How are 
we going to resolve this? So, we're still talking. 
 

01:05:35 Ruth 
Another question that I had was about your master's - I know we are a 
little off time – [Julie: Right, yeah] was about your master’s thesis at OISE 
when you said that there wasn't much academic research that had 
been done on the experiences –  
 

01:05:49 Julie 
– of little kids. 
 

01:05:50 Ruth 
Of yeah, children. Have you noticed, I guess, since then or even during 
that period was there student advocacy in terms of what the 
curriculum covered or what was being researched and what was 
being studied? 
 

01:06:04 Julie 
Not student activity, particularly. I mean it was student activity when it 
was related to a university. But, of course, universities do research and 
at the University of Toronto we have the Institute of Child Study. And so, 
once it became clear that childcare was- and government, and sort of 
the more progressive research organizations, realized that in the late 
1960s that they flagged early on that more women with kids were 
entering the workforce. And so, I've cited some papers, some very early 
papers in my paper, like the Vanier Institute for the Family and the 
Canadian Council for Social Development. And they were flagging this 
and the Vanier Institute in particular was very progressive, said “this isn't 
competing with the family, this is important to modern family. So, let's, 
you know, let's take this onboard.”  
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 But certainly, I mean my kids were both in childcare from the time they 
were infants. And early on, infant childcare was problematic for a 
number of people who were involved in early childhood, and because 
they were worried about the research that had been done on child 
abandonment, some of which took place during the war. And it took 
awhile for people to realize there's a difference between a child being 
abandoned in an orphanage and a child going to childcare on a daily 
basis. I think we're past that now. I have to say there were times when 
I'd be on a panel and someone would pop up from the audience and 
say my kids will be setting fire to the cat by the time they were 3. I 
mean, they really believed that their child would have psychological 
difficulties. And if it's bad childcare they will, but if it's not, they won't.  

 
 Anyway, but they were certainly- by the time we got into the early ‘70s 

there was more research being done on early childhood, partly from a 
gender perspective, like why do we treat boys and girls so differently? 
And is it nature, is it nurture, you know, what is it? And then there was 
much more interest in very young children, both from a child 
development point of view and from an effect of the environment 
point of view. And so, you started to see and there's some, you know, 
there's some very good stuff. We have lots of longitudinal research now 
that says good childcare is good for kids, good environments are good 
for kids, childcare is one of those environments and its good for kids.  

 
 So, there's a lot and there's been a good deal of good research done 

at the University of Toronto, just all over, there's a lot of it. So, mine's a 
historical document, so mine isn't a child development document, but I 
mean I was interested in- when I did it I was interested in knowing 
whether or not little kids did go to school, kids under statutory school 
age. We didn't- we had a statutory school age starting in 1871 and until 
the early 20th century about 10% of kids under 7 would go to school. 
Not very many, it was- I mean Ontario was still very rural in many areas, 
getting them to school was an issue, kids, you know, vaccination was 
just starting, kids could get very sick in a group, so most parents kept 
their kids home. But, you know, 10% is sort of a sizeable amount of kids. 
And schools were a lot more flexible about taking in younger kids at 
that point and that became less and less so [as the school system 
matured].  

 
 But kindergarten in Toronto was the second city in North America to 

have public kindergartens. And they- so Toronto was a leader in many 
respects. And kindergarten took off like a shot. I mean it was, in 1881 it 
was when the first kindergarten was open in Toronto. By the turn of the 
century all cities had them, most towns had them, even a few villages 
had publically-funded kindergartens. So, when the appropriate 
program came along and it was a half day and most women did not 
work outside the home at that point when they had kids, before they 
had kids it was becoming more and more common, it had always 
been common for working class women anyway. They were very 
happy to send them off so yeah, so yeah. 
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01:11:01 Ruth 
I guess my last two questions are is there anybody you think that we 
should really speak to for this project? 
 

01:11:09 Julie 
Yeah, I mean my brother's name is Paul McGrath, I know how to get in 
touch with him, he was a Varsity editor, right? And I don't know how 
you get a hold of Jack Diamond, but I think he'd be a really – I think 
he'd be good source. 
 

01:11:22 Ruth 
Yeah and even your husband's experience with the Transitional –  
 

01:11:24 Julie 
- yeah, Tom, yeah, no Tom, we could- Tom would be happy to talk 
about that, yeah.  
 

01:11:32 Ruth 
Is there any I guess women in the daycare or the women's liberation 
movement that we should speak to? 
 

01:11:39 Julie 
I can ask if anybody's interested. I'm actually going to see someone for 
lunch, so yeah. Yeah, yeah, I'll see if anyone is interested in talking. One 
of the quote, founders, unquote, says, I just don't interview very well.” 
But you're a very good Ruth, so. 
 

01:11:58 Ruth 
Well, thank you, it makes it easier when I have great participants. [Julie: 
Thanks] And is there anything else you'd like to add? 
 

01:12:05 Julie 
Not at the moment. If you've got any follow up questions just get in 
touch. 
 

01:12:09 Ruth 
OK, perfect, thank you so much. 
 

01:12:11 Julie 
OK, I hope this was helpful. 


