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Oral history interview with Dena Taylor conducted by Ruth Belay 
25 February 2020 
 
00:00:01 Ruth Belay 

Okay. Thank you for sitting down with us. We're excited to have you here at 
the archives. If you could please state your name and the year that you first 
came to U of T? 

 
00:00:08 Dena Taylor  

So, my name is Dena Bain Taylor. And when I was at U of T as a student, it was 
Dena Bain. I enrolled as an undergraduate in the English department in the fall 
of 1968. At the same time as I was studying music at the Royal Conservatory. 
And I was an undergraduate student here until ‘73. It was five years because I- 
after doing a three-year BA, I spent a year at the Faculty of Music and the 
opera program and then went back and finished off a specialty in English 
literature. So, I was here for five years, which at the time was not a common 
thing. It's very common now, but not so much then. And, I actually- my older 
brother likes to complain that his kid sister never left school [laughs] because I 
came back here to do a PhD and then joined faculty of English department, 
eventually ended up directing the Health Sciences Writing Center. I did that 
for over 20 years and retired from the University three years ago. Yeah.  

 
00:01:29 Ruth 

What was your life before coming to U of T?  
 
00:01:33 Dena 

Well, so my family came to Toronto in the 1910s and 1920s. They were Jews 
coming from Poland and Russia. And well, actually, I was born on Grace 
Street, which is about a kilometer from here, if that. And I was, I think, luckier 
than my brother. My brother was born during the war. So those were very 
difficult times. So, my parents struggled through the depression and the war. It 
was very, very difficult for them. And it was not easy, I think, for my brother, but 
I was born in 1950 and that was a whole other road show. You know, it was 
more prosperous times and more prosperous for my family. And so, I was really 
very, very privileged. If I wanted singing lessons, I could have singing lessons. If I 
wanted to go to summer camp, I could go to summer camp. So- and I was 
given a lot of independence to develop my own ideas. My family were not 
the kind of people who said, you know, “we expect you to do A and B”. They 
said, “well, you know, you'll find your own way in life. You'll make your own 
mistakes.” And that, that was really, I didn't appreciate it at the time, of 
course, because I was a teenager and therefore my parents were stupid. But 
in fact, they were really excellent in that way. And so, it was always 
understood by me that I was going to go to university. Again, not a privilege 
that others in my family had had. And it was very easy for me to make the 
choice to come to U of T, especially because I had been coming down to the 
conservatory since I was 12 for music lessons. So, this was really a comfortable 
space for me to come into. So that's how, that's how I got here.  
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00:03:30 Ruth 
And what were your- some of your first impressions as a new student on 
campus?  

 
00:03:36 Dena 

You know, I said before that I was privileged to have a lot of freedom and that 
was my first impression and, and that was always how I felt about the university 
is that it was a place that encouraged free expression, the fact that I could 
meet people who were so different from the ones that I had grown up with 
because the university was nowhere near as multicultural as it is now. But still, 
compared to the Toronto that I had grown up in [laughs], it was really, you 
know, really open in, in that, in that way. And especially once I got involved 
with Rochdale [College] - and I'll probably say quite a lot about Rochdale this 
afternoon because it really opened my eyes to possibilities. So yeah, that's 
what the university meant to me. Then it meant possibilities. It meant freedom, 
and just the encouragement to be creative. That was a huge part of what I 
loved about being, being on campus. So, I moved out of my parents' house as 
soon as I could. So, at the start of second year and I was then 18, and this was 
quite contentious for an 18-year-old girl to be moving out on her own in the 
wilds of downtown Toronto. But again, I mean, no one really tried to stop me, 
you know, and said, “no, you can't do that.” And that contributed- I mean, I 
just remember, especially in the fall, walking around the campus, it was so 
beautiful. Philosopher's Walk at that time was really untouched. I mean I know 
it still is Philosopher's Walk, but it was much more natural at that time. And just 
the campus was so beautiful and just that sense of liberty was amazing, and 
that encouragement that I got from the university. Yeah.  

 
00:05:41 Ruth 

So, what were some of the first student activities or initiatives that you got 
involved in?  

 
00:05:46 Dena 

So, I was not a radical student activist at all. I mean, again, coming back to 
Rochdale, that that would have been the most radical thing that I did, living 
there. But in terms of things that I did on campus, I actually remember very, 
very well my best friend and I from high school, she was in philosophy, I was in 
English, we were greatly offended by the fact that Hart House did not admit 
women. Now, we weren't terribly interested in the fact that we couldn't do 
athletics [laughs] there because neither of us were the most athletic types. But 
it offended us that we couldn't go into the Great Hall and, into the dining 
room. And so, we decided one day that we are going to storm the gates. 
“We are going to go in, we are going to have lunch in the great hall.” So, we 
went and we lined up in this long line. Of course, people were looking at us, 
but you know, there we were, going through the line, going through the line, 
get to the front of the line and the poor guy behind the counter with his ladle 
of soup not knowing what to do with us. And so, he said, “well, I'm sorry, miss, 
we cannot serve you.” And they actually had to sort of bring in, I don't know if 
it's exactly security because you know, universities didn't have security 
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roaming around in those days, but somebody who looked like they could be 
security, sort of bigger and beefier came in and escorted us out and we were 
just outraged and, and quite loud about it: “What do you mean you won't 
serve us? Just because we're women!” [Laughs] And I think it was about a 
year or two later when they did finally start letting women in, but we felt very 
good about that. And then we went off to the junior common room at UC, I 
was a University College student. We had our lunch there. So that was the first 
thing. And I remember that there was a sit-in at Simcoe Hall. I don't remember 
what year it was. But it was in those years. And I remember being very excited 
and going and joining in this sit in at Simcoe Hall. And I remember, I don't 
remember much about it, but I do remember seeing the Governing Council 
chamber and you know, and that being, you know, “is the seat of all evil” 
[laughs] and taking part in this protest. But, of course, in reality looking back on 
it, what did daycare mean to me? I mean, I had no children, no plans of 
having a family. Did I really care about the issue of daycare or was it just the 
excitement of taking part in a sit in at Simcoe Hall? So, I'm not sure what the 
answer is. So, at the time I would have said to you, “no, no, I really care about 
daycare!” And that was that, that was, that was a successful protest because 
the result of it is the daycare center on Sussex.  
 
What else? I remember one time where I really, I think, showed my 
conservative, middle-class roots and that was when I was taking American 
literature with Barry Haines. And Barry was lecturing one day and one of the 
students stood up, interrupted his lecture, and gave him such a dressing down 
that, you know, he was, he wasn't giving them a real education. He was just 
spouting off, you know, old, received knowledge and expecting us to 
regurgitate it, and this wasn't really education. And I don't remember if she 
then left the classroom or just sat down. I don't remember. But I remember that 
Professor Haines was kind of speechless. I mean, this came out of nowhere in 
his eyes. And we were, as a class, divided. And to my shame rather than 
supporting what she was saying, because there was truth in what she was 
saying. Much as I really loved Barry Haines. In fact, he almost became my PhD 
supervisor. I could still see the truth in what she was saying, that there was a 
canon, there was you know, we were expected to give back what we had 
been told in lectures. Anyways, I wrote a letter into the Varsity supporting 
Barrie Haines, that they must've run some sort of an article or so she must've 
run something in the Varsity. Otherwise, why would I have written this letter? 
And saying, no, no, he's a wonderful lecturer and I value what we've received 
from him.  
 
Mmm… Was there anything else that I was involved in? I-no…I can't say I was 
again, other than living in Rochdale, which was in itself an experiment, a social 
experiment. I mean, one thing that I used to really enjoy- In the sixties, I think 
this really encapsulates what Toronto was like at the time, the city accepted 
two sculptures in the ‘60s. Well, I'm sure more, but two that I'm thinking of. One 
is Henry Moore's Archer in front of New City Hall. ‘66, I think, which was hugely 
controversial. I mean, people looked at this and they went, “that's not art.” 
You know, “what is this?” But eventually the mayor managed, he sold off a lot 
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of political capital, but he managed to get that installed. So that was kind of 
the new Toronto, to go with the new city hall. And then in, I think it was ‘69, the 
university accepted a gift from India of the statue of Edward The Seventh, 
which is in Queens Park to this day. And they [India] didn't want it because it 
was a symbol of colonial rule, but Toronto was happy to take it. So, I think that 
says something about the city. But what I loved was that every fall, when the 
engineering students had their initiation stuff, they would paint the horse’s balls 
green [laughs]. They did this every single year. And I used to just love that. I 
don't know if they were doing it as a sort of an activist stance. I mean, that isn't 
really what you think of when you think of the engineering students. But they 
did it and we, we loved it. It was just that bit of a cheeky rebellion. So yeah, so 
those were the things that I was directly involved in. And it's, it's not a lot, but it 
was- Oh, there was one other thing, which I don't know if you'd call it social 
activism. Somebody on council at University College had the idea to put giant 
boxes, wooden boxes, painted in colorful colours. So, they were kind of like 
kids blocks but big enough so that you could actually sit inside and one side 
was open. It wasn't a closed box. And so, the whole floor, the junior common 
room had all these boxes. And the idea was that rather than sit at desks and 
chairs, people could have the freedom, again, to just sit in these boxes and 
have their own little private space for studying. Or as it turned out, smoking 
dope or, you know, whatever [laughs]. And I just glommed onto this idea. I 
thought, “that's great. You know, why should we sit at desks? Let's sit in a box.” 
And I met, you know, likeminded people. Those boxes really had an impact. 
No, I don't remember how long they were there before, whatever powers that 
be went, “oh no, we can't have boxes in the middle of the junior common 
room,” and they got removed. But they were there for a while, maybe till the 
end of the school year, something like that. And I'm just guessing that they 
then would have gotten quietly removed during the summer when students 
weren't around, I'm just guessing that that's probably what happened. So 
yeah. So, it was that kind of thing that that you looked for as a student, those 
opportunities to rebel without going out of your comfort zone. 

 
00:14:43 Ruth 

You had mentioned Rochdale, which is a very important element of your 
story. Could you give us a little bit of context behind, I guess, the housing crisis 
that existed at the time for student housing?  

 
00:14:57 Dena 

Sure. So, yes. Housing crisis definitely. And Campus Co-op, which of course 
you'll know about. By the time we got to kind of the mid-sixties, or ‘65 or so, 
they had over 30 different properties in this area and they were based in a 
kind of social Christian values around cooperative living, but a self-governing 
living, and sort of more liberal education. And yeah, there was a group within 
the Campus Co-op body who were young liberal thinkers attached to the 
University. So, Dennis Lee, I can use his name because he's well on the record 
about his, his part in all of this and his role in Rochdale. So, you have this group 
of thinkers who are dissatisfied with educational institutions, who saw them as 
repressive, who saw them very much in the way that that young woman I told 
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you about did, that this is not an education it’s just you're being fed content 
that you are expected to give back. So, they were looking for a way to 
develop a space where people could experiment, where other specialties 
and interests, other than the quote ‘canon’, could be studied and enjoyed. 
And they saw the educational process as being ideally something more akin 
to what you had centuries ago in places like Oxford, where you would meet 
and you would discuss and you would argue and you would come up with 
new ideas and new approaches. And add to that the general atmosphere of 
the times, where the country was coming awake to the idea of a less 
hierarchical society. So those were kinds of the philosophical impulses swirling 
around Campus Co-op at the time. And into that mix came Howard Adelman 
and I never had the chance to meet Howard Adelman, but I was not involved 
in this time. And Howard Adelman had been involved in a residence, student 
residence, at Waterloo [University of Waterloo], which was designed to solve 
exactly the same kind of housing crisis that U of T was facing. And the idea 
was that it would be both a residence and an opportunity for educational 
exploration. So, Adelman was not only philosophically part of this group, but 
he had the experience and the connections to lead Campus Co-op into the 
purchase of a piece of land at the corner of Bloor and Huron to design an 18-
story student residence where-. Now if you don't mind, I did make a few notes 
if you don't mind. I just want to get the wording right about what they were 
after. Okay. With Rochdale. Okay. Yeah, so it was both a student residence 
and an alternative approach to university education. And then I had made a 
comment to myself in my journals, that Rochdale was both a product of its 
time and a shaper of them. And I think that what has led me over the last few 
- I’m sorry, I know I'm digressing all over the place, I hope you don't mind.  
 

00:19:22 Ruth 
No, no. That’s fine. 
 

00:19:24 Dena 
What, what led me very seriously to think and to want to start writing about the 
Rochdale experience a couple of years ago was that I realized that 2018 was 
coming up. That was the 50th anniversary of the opening of the building and 
when- And that building had such a profound effect on me and untold 
thousands of people who either lived there or went through there. I mean on 
any given weekend in Rochdale there could easily be 10,000 people coming 
through those doors in and out. So just an incredibly profound effect. And yet 
when I would mention Rochdale, say to my students at the University, they’d 
have no clue what I was talking about. And even if I said, “you know that 
high-rise building of the corner of Bloor and Huron?” And they'd go, “uhhh, oh 
yeah, I think so.” So, I felt that this was being lost. Anyway. Sorry. I'm just going 
to go quickly and see if there's something else they want to say that I promise 
to get back to, to your actual question. I'll, find it. Anyways. So, they arranged, 
Adelman arranged for a massive mortgage from CMHC, $5 million, 5 or $6 
million dollars. I mean, this is a massive amount of money. And the building 
was constructed with the idea that it would open in September ‘68 and it 
would be a student, like I said, a student residence, but with its own free 
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educational programs that would go beyond what the University offered in a 
traditional curriculum.  
 
And the problem was there were various things that held up construction, 
carpenter strike and you know, this and that. It didn't open until November. 
And at that point of course, students who had wanted to live there, they had 
to go find other places. It was not available for them in September, the start of 
the school year. So, when it finally opened in September, and a friend of mine, 
now, he's now a friend of mine, I didn't know him at the time. He was one of 
the very first people to move into Rochdale. So, he moved in in November ‘68 
and he was on the fifth floor and he said, “you're not going to believe this, but 
there was my apartment, there was a hallway and then there was nothing.” 
There was literally nothing. And there was a piece of wood, kind of a sort of 
fence and then a solid drop down to Bloor street. [Ruth: Oh, my god]. Yeah. 
So, it was, it was still under construction where people were moving in there. 
So, not a good situation. And the building was very largely unoccupied. And 
nature abhors a vacuum. So, all kinds of other people moved in. Yorkville was 
being cleaned out by the cops or cleared out by the cops. It won't say 
cleaned out, but cleared out by the cops. The hippies had to go somewhere 
and here was this empty building where the rents were incredibly cheap and 
the administration was so lax that if you didn't want to pay whatever that rent 
was, you could live there without paying rent. So, all the Yorkville hippies 
moved in, bikers moved in because they saw this was a great opportunity for 
their dealing operations. So yeah, hippies, drug dealers, along with students 
and people who were you know, employed who had jobs. But again, the, the 
inexpensive rents. So, it became very, very different from what it was originally 
conceived of. There were huge money problems right from the get go. I 
mean, a 5 or $6 million mortgage is no laughing matter. And the people who 
were running the building, so the governing people, all of these wonderful 
philosophers were not building managers, and reality and philosophy kind of 
banged up against each other [laughs]. And the result was that you know, 
there was a maintenance crew, but if the maintenance crew didn't feel like 
working that day, if they felt like just hanging out and smoking dope, well, then 
that's what they did. There was a cafeteria. The original idea with it being a 
student residence is that your linens would be supplied. There would be food 
provided. Again, like a regular residence. Anything that was provided was 
very quickly stolen. And, the cafeteria was a complete disaster. The fellow 
who was running it had no experience in actually running a restaurant. 
Although he was a good cook, but that's different from running a restaurant. 
So, you could never count on there being actual food there or edible food 
there. So yeah, a lot of problems of that sort.  
 
And my... So I was in the building at that time to some extent because I was in 
a drama production at Hart House and the director who was a draft dodger- 
oh yeah, lots of draft dodgers, lots of draft dodgers in Rochdale. So, he was a 
draft dodger and he was living in Rochdale and I would visit him there, and 
had a relationship with him until I knocked on the door one day and his 
girlfriend from the States opened the door [laughs]. So that was the end 
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between me and the director. I don't know what happened with the girlfriend, 
but, so I was in and out of the building a lot at the time. And, I don't remember 
much about it. I mean, it had a very kind of new smell and of course, a very 
brutalist kind of architecture. I mean, this is from the days of Robarts and you 
know, that kind of construction that you live in here. And kind of soul killing. 
That was always a real contrast in Rochdale, is the incredible amount of 
creativity and high energy, whether it was positive or negative energy. Both. 
You know, you got real extremes in Rochdale. But this incredible amount of 
energy, all the walls covered in paintings and graffiti - or what we would call 
graffiti. There was this incredible mural. The entire lobby was covered in 
paintings of hundreds of residents and people passing through the building 
and their dogs and, you know, just really amazing, amazing artwork and all of 
the artistic and educational programs that were going on in the building. 
Contrast that with the brutalist architecture. And so, it was a very, very unusual 
situation. And just the idea of what was in essence, the center of the 
counterculture in Canada being [laughs] in this high-rise building. But even 
with it being a high-rise building, there were efforts to make it seem different 
from other high-rise buildings. So, the layout of the rooms and apartments was 
quite different. Where I lived was in an area- so every floor had one- called an 
ashram and there were maybe a dozen or so single or double rooms where 
you shared a large bathroom, that nobody ever cleaned. Totally different 
standards of hygiene from what I have now, let me tell you [laughs]. And a 
common lounge and common kitchen. So that was the ashram areas. And 
then there were two wings to the building, east and west wing. And the east 
wing, there were a lot of communes on those floors. I think by the end, possibly 
more than half of those east wings were communes. And some of them very 
successful. They existed pretty much for the entire length of time that the 
building was in existence. It got closed down in ‘75. So those were again, 
rooms with common areas but larger, a bit more like apartments. And then 
the west wing had actual apartments, so one bedroom or the Zeuses which I 
think were two or three bedrooms. And they were all given names. So, the 
Ashram, the Gnostics, the Aphrodites, the Zeuses, which were the big ones. 
And it did contribute to that sense of difference, of experimentation even 
though at the end of the day it was a high-rise. Yeah. Am I in any way 
answering the question you originally asked me? Sorry. I'm sorry. I'm 
meandering so much [laughs].  

 
00:29:44 Ruth 

No, no, this is good. Yeah, no, I think, yeah, just keep talking about that - 
about Rochdale.  

 
00:29:50 Dena 

Okay. So, the educational and social- not social, but artistic freedoms. And so, 
there was an education council. They would- even though the building had 
no money, they would fund any project that people came to them with and 
they were not judgmental. They didn't say, “oh, well, we don't think that that 
advances the mission of our college.” So, nothing like that was ever said. It 
was, “well, what kind of space do you need? Yeah, well, we've got a space 



 8	

that you can use. And do you need any money for materials? And here it is.” It 
was hugely supportive. And so, one thing that I was involved with the- my 
boyfriend and I, we were living in this little teeny tiny room in the Ashram. He 
was a candle maker. Very, very creative and artistic person who sadly, got 
caught up in the mental health system and ended up spending the last 20 
years of his life after he left Rochdale in and out of Queen Street, what is now 
CAMH [Centre for Addiction and Mental Health]. So that was very sad. But 
you know, it's just one of these instances that happens in history where 
someone who is an amazing artist, but doesn't function well in normative 
society. My point is, so he was a candle maker, so we were making candles 
and this little teeny, tiny room. I doubt it was much bigger than from that wall 
to where I'm sitting. It was really small and so he, Kettle, I can use his name 
cause he's gone now for a long time, went to Edcon [Educational Council] 
and said, “I need a space to make candles.” “Oh, no problem”. And they 
gave him a candle making studio. And so there we were making candles with 
these huge vats of melted [laughs] I mean, the fire, we did in fact have a fire 
there one day. I'm amazed we didn't burn the building down. But you know, 
we made candles out of this studio and there were other people making 
candles and that was what we did.  
 
There was a dance theater. There was- there were some things that got 
started in Rochdale that had legs. Theatre Passe Muraille started in Rochdale, 
Jim Gerrard, Bob Nasmith, who just passed away about a month ago now. So, 
they got started there. Coach House Press, Stan Bevington. They got started 
there. They were given- Dennis Lee arranged for Stan to have the seed money 
to use that little building in BpNichol Laneway that they are still in after all these 
years. Judith Merril, who was a very prominent science fiction editor in the 
States, she came up as a protest against the Vietnam war and she lived in 
Rochdale. She moved out not too long. She ended up on Beverly Street with a 
group of other writers. But she was very involved in the building and she 
donated her collection of books to be the Rochdale Free Library. And in fact, I 
still have a book that I stole from that library [laughs] because, well, you know, 
you, you'd quote “borrow books” from the library. And the Merril Collection at 
College and Huron [streets] in the Lillian H Smith building is, it's a major, major 
science fiction and fantasy library that grew out of Judy Merril's collection. 
What else came out of there - that again, that, that survived? There's one 
other thing that I can't remember now. Maybe if I look at my notes later, I'll get 
the name of it. So yeah, there were things that prove to have legs. I remember 
Allen Ginsberg came to visit the building and I forget what he said, but it was 
quite wonderful. It was something about, “it's great to have all of this free 
expression, but you could clean your washrooms once in a while” [laughs]. 
Something, something like that. But anyways, so, so I remember they 
organized a concert down at the CNE, Janis Joplin performed there. I mean it 
was really a lot of creative stuff. And in terms of the just sort of artistic projects 
and- to give you an idea of the kind of thing that they would just say, “sure, 
what do you know, how much money do you need to do this?” There was a 
fellow named Terry Walker and I interviewed him last year for- I'm writing 
actually a book about the Rochdale experiences and it's all interviews, almost 
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all interviews. So, I've interviewed about 30 people. It's amazing the cross 
section of personalities and perspectives on the building and all of this. 
Anyways, so Terry who had also come up from the States to avoid the draft he 
became the college chaplain and he started a course called ‘Confucian 
Thought and Chinese Cooking’. And the idea was that you would come once 
a week, he would cook you a meal of Chinese food while relating the food to 
the Confucian Analects. And eventually he gave it up because he realized 
that the people who were coming were an awful lot more interested in the 
Chinese food than they were in Confucian Analects [laughs]. But it's a great 
idea and it makes a lot of sense. You know, that kind of... What has now 
become standard in education is the idea of experiential learning. And this 
was a radical new thought at the time. And Rochdale was a hotbed of 
experiential learning.  
 
There was a sculpture studio and [Ed] Apts, A-P-T-S”, who is a Hungarian 
sculptor, quite brilliant. And he opened a sculpture studio. There is a statue out 
front of the building called ‘the unknown student,’ that massive thing of kind 
of, a shapeless human form curled up. And when Ed’s [Ed Apt] studio 
produced this, which is quite a remarkable achievement when you consider 
what they had to work with. Originally it was facing toward the building with its 
kind of ample butt facing the world. When the building was renovated and 
repurposed in the late seventies for some reason they turned it around so that 
it's facing out into the world now. So, I don't know why they did that, but I can 
guarantee you that its original placement was very deliberate. So yeah, the 
sculpture studio. Oh, anything you wanted to learn. Somebody would be 
happy- Guitar of course, music. Lots of different musical stuff. Anything you 
wanted to learn, somebody was happy to teach you about it. I had a thought 
that led on from that, the educational stuff and it's kind of slipped my mind 
right now. If you don't mind, I just got it [Dena reaches for her notes] because 
it was something I know I wanted to tell you about.  
 
Oh, I remember something that I was sort of involved in and I went to. This is 
the Republic of Rathnelly. So, this was when the Spadina Expressway- Oh yes, 
the Spadina Expressway! Wow, were we involved in fighting that! Because 
that expressway would have literally emptied out onto Sussex Avenue. Can 
you imagine an expressway? [Ruth: Yeah] So, wow. Did we ever that! And 
Rathnelly is this little neighborhood North of the tracks off of Avenue Road. 
And in the sixties, because the rents were so cheap and the properties were 
so cheap, it attracted a lot of U of T people and students and activists and so 
on and so forth. And they woke up one day and to read in the newspapers 
that their neighborhood was going to be completely taken out for the 
Spadina Expressway. So they -and I remember going to, to this day, they 
declared the Republic of Rathnelly. And I remember there was Queen Eileen 
or Aileen, I'm not sure how she pronounced it. And she had this, this dog, a 
black poodle, and it was made head of state [Ruth laughs]. They proclaimed 
yeah, they proclaimed independence and they, they said that they were 
going to apply for federal funding, foreign aid- foreign aid from the federal 
government to build a park or something [laughs]. It was wonderful. I mean, it 
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was so liberating and they were successful. They were really an important part 
of that battle. They brought so much awareness to what that expressway was 
going to do to the downtown area. So yeah, I was, you know, okay, I was 
peripheral. I wasn't one of the leaders or anything, but I was always happy to 
go out to an anti-expressway rally and shout. Yeah. Okay. 

 
00:40:14 Ruth 

That’s so funny. That's the best response I've heard so far to expropriation.  
 
00:40:19 Dena 

Yeah, I mean, and this was, and this was the spirit of Rochdale too. It was, it 
was always cheeky. It was funny. But boy, there was a point to it. One thing 
that I did when you- when Daniela emailed me yesterday and mentioned 
photos and documents, I do have some photos, but I couldn't find them. But 
there's something that I have been carrying in my purse ever since Rochdale 
and I'm going to pull it out, it is my Rochdale membership card. And you'll see, 
you'll see what I mean about cheeky, but with a point. So, I'll, I'll describe it 
because we've got a mic here. So, it's the Rochdale College Alumni 
Association, and it's got a picture of the Queen on it. And this was always a 
little ironic. You know, they used the Queen and on a lot of their stuff, but it 
was always ironic. And around the borders of it are these pithy little sayings. 
One of them says, “there's only one place, and that is time”. And then another 
one, is- so it's your name and then a line for ‘occupations and attachments’. 
And yes, remind me to talk about that kind of synchronistic worldview. And 
then your date of birth. And then at the bottom it says, “valid until the essence 
leaves the body. Posthumous membership requires no document.” [Laughs] I 
just thought it's so perfect. It just so encapsulates that the spirit of that building, 
you know, take the normative and twist it, put it on its head and show the 
absurdity of it. So yeah, that synchronicity.  

 
00:41:59 Ruth 

Can I have a look at it? 
 
00:42:02 Dena 

Oh yeah, absolutely. Absolutely.  
 
00:42:05 Ruth 

Oh. Wow. This is so cool!  
 
00:42:05 Dena 

It is so cool. Yeah. And I've just always kept it with me. So, yeah, like that was- 
again, it was part of the spirit of the times, but it was really concentrated in 
Rochdale and for that matter at the university as well. Traditional religions just 
were not satisfying. You know, they were seen as restrictive and soul 
destroying and the tool of the oppressor- Oh, Indian Institute, don't let me 
forget to talk about the Indian Institute. And so, we as a generation or I guess 
my segment of it, we were really into experimenting into learning about other 
religions, into seeing all the commonalities, that common spirituality and we 
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would draw from everything. So, you know you weren't a Jew or a Christian or 
Muslim or a Buddhist, you're all of them or, and, and Gardnerian witchcraft 
was hugely popular. You know, we all became pagans and were, you know, 
dancing around the maypole and celebrating the seasons. Oh, that's another 
thing, is environmental stuff. So, don't let me forget about that either. [Ruth: 
Okay]. And that was really encouraged. That was really- Rochdale was that 
opportunity to learn from other spiritual traditions and absorb everything into 
yourself. It was, it grew your soul.  
 
And yeah, it was connected with environmental activism. It was connected 
with feminism. Sometimes I will hear younger people blame the boomers for 
the climate emergency that we're in. I always shake my head at that because 
first of all, the roots of it lie in the beginning of the industrial revolution, it’s not 
something that happened with the boomers, but we were the first generation 
to speak up about it and to really try and do something, you know, what our 
parents considered to be progress, we consider it to be destruction. And I 
remember that Rachel Carson's book, The Silent Spring, came out I think in ‘62. 
So, I was pretty young. I was born in 1950, so I was pretty young when I read it, 
but it had a huge impact, not just on me. Huge impact on my generation. 
And people in Rochdale, and at the University in general, really saw it as our 
responsibility to start taking care of the earth. There was a very large back-to-
the-earth movement. So, at the University it was Hart House Farm, you know, 
you go up to Hart House Farm, you could swim nude in the lake, you know, 
but you could appreciate, you could enjoy, you could be responsible. In 
Rochdale, there were a number of, I think the word that got used was 
colonies, of people who went out, managed somehow to acquire land out in 
the middle of nowhere and live on the land. And there was a constant back 
and forth between getting out of the city and into the land, being responsible 
to the earth. The biggest one was the Killaloe area. And there was one place 
that was called the Rochdale Farm. So, it was, it was obviously the biggest 
and most successful of these little colonies. I think it was at Golden Lake. And I 
remember going out there a couple of times and of course, I mean, no 
electricity, none of that stuff. It was very much back-to-the-land. And the 
buildings that people put up, no two of them were alike, absolutely none of 
them were brutalist modern architecture. Believe me! You know, geodesic 
dome of all different types of described- descriptions. Yurts I mean, you name 
it, it was all experimental and if it didn't work well you tore it down and tried 
again. So yeah, that, that was very, very important.  
 
And another thing... was connected to that was the women's movement and 
Rochdale, was again, such a place of extremes. On the one hand, it really 
was a hotbed of feminist development. Women who were connected with 
say, New College, which at the time was very, very progressive in, in the 
women's movement. There's a reason why New College has such a strong 
women's studies department. It goes back to those days. So, there was, there 
was all of that kind of activism going on and real progress being made. At the 
same time as Rochdale, which prided itself on being liberated, in fact was 
pretty much run by the men. And most of the women who lived in the building 
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were, you know, so and so's old lady. And they would do the cooking and the 
cleaning and all that stuff. And sometimes it could be quite horrific. Now, this is 
not something that I experienced myself, because I am a very strong person 
and I was never in a situation like this. But in interviewing people, I really heard 
a lot of stories that were very, very disturbing. You'd get girls who ran away 13, 
14, 15-year-old girls from abusive situations, gravitated to Rochdale because it 
was so easy to gravitate to and end up in abusive relationships. They ended 
up being passed around from one guy to the next. And that kind of thing went 
on as well. I mean, at the end of the day for all of its principles, Rochdale was 
still a man's world. Yeah, so it was it was that kind of contrast there as well.  
 
Aboriginal movements, a lot of the ways in which they function both in terms 
of working with Indigenous peoples and in dealing with settler society had 
beginnings in Rochdale- and as well as the University. Although I know the 
Rochdale bit, I don't know what was going on at the University. The 17th floor 
of the building was, for a couple of years, I think the first two years, not sure 
exactly when they moved out, was the Indian Institute headed by Wilfred 
Pelletier, who went on to.. I think he eventually ended up at the University of 
Ottawa [Carleton University] as a kind of an Elder-in-Residence. But they were 
really instrumental in raising awareness of Indigenous issues. I believe, I could 
be wrong, I believe that the Native Centre [Native Canadian Centre of 
Toronto], the big one is ultimately an offshoot of the Indian Institute. I- one of 
the people that I interviewed, who lived in the building who was a draft 
dodger, but who had been told by his grandfather, he came from the 
Southern US, had been told by his grandfather that their family was Wyandot 
[or Wendat]. So, when he ended up in Toronto, he ended up in the Indian 
Institute and he is still involved in programming at the Native Youth Center on 
Bloor Street. So yeah, so that the building really had had a lasting impact in 
that. 
 
What other areas? The lifestyle. Yeah! I mean sex, drugs, and rock and roll. 
Sure. Lots of fun. The roof was a nude sunbathing area and it was not clothing 
optional. You went up there, you took your clothes off. That's why you went up 
there [laughs], you know, and one of my good friends at the time- and, and 
we're still in touch with him and I interviewed him for the book, he was I won't 
use his name because I don't know how he would feel. Well, he's given me 
permission to use this interview in my book. So, I, I'm gonna guess he'd be okay 
with my saying his name here, so Walton. Walton was up there from February 
to November every year in the nude, except he had a purse across his 
shoulder- chest because he was the beer guy. And this was in the days when 
beer in Toronto, meant Molson's and Labatt's, that was beer. He used to bring 
in Heineken through the LCBO and that was wow! that was so special. 
Heineken and he would sell it for- he’d buy it for 50 cents a bottle, sell it for 75 
cents a bottle. People would usually just give him a dollar. So, he was up there 
selling beer and everybody’s sunbathing, there was a barbecue. And I 
remember we'd go up there and sit and watch them building Robarts, which 
we called Fort Book and well not just us, there was other people that called it 
Fort Book. And we were absolutely convinced that the reason that that library 
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was being built was so that the RCMP would be able to set up cameras and 
telescopes on the roof and spy on Rochdale [laughs]. No, no paranoia 
whatsoever. So yeah, we would watch Robarts being built or we would send 
paper airplanes flying off the edge and see if they would go as far as 
Philosopher’s Walk, that kind of thing. Always music. I mean.. there was there 
was a lot; you didn't have to leave the building. There was a what we would 
now call a convenience store. There was a cafeteria, there was a health food 
store. There was- there were movies shown in the second-floor lounge by Reg 
Hartt, who to this day shows the same movies that he showed then. He 
brought Deep Throat to the building. I don't know if you're familiar with that 
movie. So, it was, this was his first showing in in Canada. And Xavier Hollander 
came to one of the showings. And they all kind of got into having sex while 
they're watching the movie in the lounge. So yeah, a lot of sexual freedom, 
which was fun. And again, any sort of knowledge you wanted to gain, you 
could get in the building. So, anything you wanted, you could get there. And 
there were people actually who could not leave the building because they 
would have been arrested if they'd left the building. So, there were some 
people like that.  
 
The relationship with the larger society: Rochdale was a focal point for fear 
and distrust of everything that the hippie life represented. The press that 
Rochdale got was almost entirely about drugs, raids on drug dealers, the dirt, 
and the lack of responsibility. Oh, and the money problems, that all this money 
was loaned to this building and they're not paying their bills and they're just a 
drag on the public purse. There was one Toronto counselor, Tony Donahue or 
O'Donahue [Tony O’Donahue], I forget. He was especially vocal. He called it 
a ‘vertical flophouse’. Oh, yeah. And that was the other thing was the sex, 
that the what's the word I'm looking for? Not liberties, but not libertarian. 
Licentiousness! Of the lifestyle that these people would just, they would just 
have sex, and they weren't married. So yeah. Rochdale always got very bad 
press. And you know, there were, there were some suicides in the building. 
There are, you know, people who came to the building who were already 
having substance abuse or mental health issues. It was not necessarily the best 
place for them to be. You know, for some people it was, you know, they were 
able to find the help that they needed there. But for other people it was 
disruptive and ended really, really badly. But the press would always focus on 
this as if there were no other murders or suicides in the city. Only at Rochdale, 
there was one murder there, I shouldn't say murders- but the suicides, as 
though they never happened anywhere else. And so, there were no drugs 
anywhere else in the city. Rochdale always got that, that bad press. And 
that's unfortunate because it really overshadowed all of the good and 
interesting and progressive things that we're coming out coming out of the 
building. 

 
00:57:34 Ruth 

Do you think that, I guess, the building opening in November kind of shaped its 
population for the better?  
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00:57:41 Dena 
Absolutely! Well, yes, in my mind, yes. Because sure. If it had been another 
student residence, yes, it would have been another student residence. But 
where would all of this progressive, intellectual, creative energy where could it 
have found a home that-? I mean, it's one plus one equals three. Yeah. It was, 
it was such a melting pot of ideas. I mean, to not have had that in the city, I 
believe would have really held the city back. And that's why my feeling is that 
even though its influence now is forgotten, I can see that influence because I 
was involved in it. I can see how it did give that focal point to the city. So 
yeah, it was- it created enormous challenges, but from a historical point of 
view, it's a good thing it happened. 

 
00:58:40 Ruth 

And I guess were there populations in the building that were maybe from the 
BIPOC community or you know, recent immigrants to Canada and like, have 
you spoken to people and how has that maybe shaped their experiences, 
especially for recent immigrants of colour, of how they viewed Canada? 

 
00:59:02 Dena 

Now, that's an interesting question. Rochdale was, again, even though for the 
time it was very multicultural, it was still a pretty white city at the time. And the 
people I remember as the recent immigrants too, to be honest, the ones I 
remember were the draft dodgers, were the ones coming up from the States 
because they were by far the biggest group. And yes, they were all mixtures 
of ethnic origins. But they were fundamentally, they were Americans. So, I'm 
just trying to think, say about people that I knew from maybe the Caribbean 
community, because there were quite a number of those who would go 
through the building. Certainly, a lot of Indigenous people went through the 
building. Yeah, I mean, what we were thinking, where our minds were at in 
terms of racial divide, was around white and Black. And there again, the 
impetus was the Americans. They were the ones who came up and said, 
“look, you got open your eyes, you got to see what's going on and learn 
about our experiences.” There was one guy, I’m afraid he's passed on now, 
Jim Washington: American, Black, very well educated, very inventive. He 
developed a kind of a- it looked like a little car, like a one seater car, but it 
was a bicycle and you'd sit in it and cycle your way around the city. Again, 
radical at the time. And I just remember him telling me about some of his 
experiences in the States. And he had been, he had actually, now that I think 
about it, I think it was Detroit, that he had gotten caught up in race riots in 
Detroit. And that was what- that plus the draft - is what got him over the 
border. And the Canadian border people, I forget what they were, what the 
service was called at the time, but the border customs agents, they were 
extremely sympathetic to anybody coming over from the States and it had 
nothing to do with colour. They would just, they were, they were kind of 
welcoming. So yeah, I'm afraid I'm not very helpful with that. And in terms of 
sexuality, yes, I mean Rochdale was a place where you could really feel open 
about your sexuality and yeah, I mean, I made my first gay friends there and 
learned about their experiences. One couple that I was very, very close with- 
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just the idea that they were living together as a couple openly as a couple 
that was not common at the time. But in Rochdale? No problem. But I 
remember that they both came from sort of smaller communities. One of 
them was from Sudbury, one of them was in Port-Colborne. And the stories 
that they would tell me about how their lives changed when they became 
aware of what their own sexuality was and when they came out in those 
smaller communities, how awful their lives became, how incredibly difficult. 
And so, yeah, getting to Toronto and getting into Rochdale was a real escape 
for them from beatings and just being made to feel worthless and evil. So 
being able to live openly as a couple in Rochdale was just huge, just huge! 
And, you know, it was some -- I won't say common that this happened to me -
- but I remember it happened two or three times during the three years that I 
lived there where, you know, I'd meet a couple and actually in both - it was 
twice. In both cases, the woman was bi so well, there'd be a threesome, you 
know, and that was great and acceptable and normal and fine, but 
something that would have been a whole lot more difficult outside of the 
building. So yeah, definitely. Although I can't sound very helpful in terms of 
how, how the whole racial thing went and those struggles, certainly the 
sexuality that, you know, to be, to have the freedom to be who you are. That I 
remember very, very clearly and that was, was a good thing. Yeah. 

 
01:04:45 Ruth 

I guess Rochdale has been very infamous in inspiring other co-op initiatives. 
Especially for like LGBTQ co-ops and co-ops that are like safe for people of 
color as well. How have you seen, I guess that evolution in the city and like the 
growth of like cooperative housing, corporations and...? 

 
01:05:12 Dena 

You know the one that I always think of is something that actually happened 
while Rochdale was still in existence. And I do not know if there was literally a 
connection, but I suspect that there must've been people somehow evolved 
from Rochdale and that's the St. Lawrence neighborhood down on the 
Esplanade. That was such an experiment. It was so successful that the city 
never did it again [laughs]. You know? But that idea of an entire 
neighborhood where you know, you were seen to be moving not into a 
building but into a community, into a co-op, all sorts of models for living, rental, 
co-op, you know, ownership, all sorts of models in that neighborhood. And just 
the design of it where you're not like Rochdale - a high-rise on the edge of 
Bloor street, but you're in a neighborhood where you've got a fairly main 
street, which is the Esplanade, I wouldn't call it a main street, but it's a main 
residential street, traffic on it. And then parks and then a little small street and 
then your buildings and then more buildings behind that. So, you got that 
combination of access to all of the amenities of a city. So again, I come back 
to Rochdale because you had all the amenities of a city and yet you could 
be completely self-sufficient within your own neighborhood. And you're 
absolutely right when you mentioned LGBTQ communities, racialized 
communities, everybody welcomed there, living there together. It was such- it 
has been such a successful model and is to this day. So that's the one that I 
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know, I know that there've been others, but that's the one that, that I know 
and I do believe that the example of Rochdale had to have been behind 
some of the thinking of that. I know that Mayor David Crombie was a huge 
force in promoting that. And I do know that a number of Rochdale people 
had his ear, you know, he was a very progressive thinker. Yeah. So that's the 
one that I know about. And some of those communities outside of Toronto, like 
Killaloe and so forth, they lived on and became a model for other things. 
People went from Rochdale all over the country, not just Canada, but you 
know, all over the place, but certainly all over the country and took that way 
of thinking with them. So yeah, they're all over the world now. A lot of them 
have died and, I don't know if it's my imagination just because I've been doing 
this book and trying to get in touch with people and everyone I interview says, 
“oh, so-and-so is dead, so-and-so is dead.” So, I don't know if this is more than 
Statistics Canada would give us the average, but yeah, there was a high 
mortality rate. I think it was people could live hard lives. But yeah, sorry to 
answer your question. So that's the only one that I really know about is the St. 
Lawrence neighborhood. 

 
1:08:31 Ruth 

I guess you had mentioned that in 1975, Rochdale did close down.  
 
1:08:37 Dena 

It started in ‘74. So, the building struggled financially. It went into receivership 
in 1972, which was actually a very good thing because it meant that they no 
longer had to make mortgage payments [laughs]. And since they didn't have 
to make mortgage payments, they could put the money into making the 
building a better place to live. But in ‘74, that is when the order came down to 
evict all tenants and to- it was Clarkson Gordon that was the company that 
was in charge of the receivership. And so, one-by-one, everybody was called 
into court, given your eviction notice, called into court, given a hearing. But 
the judgment was always the same. It was always, “you're evicted.” And so, I 
myself was evicted in September ‘74, that's why I left. But interestingly, there 
was a group- so at that point, after all these court cases were here- were 
heard rather - there was still about 60 people left in the building. And I mean it 
was like a ghost ship because this building had been so full of life and activity 
and strong emotions and everything. And here it was almost empty. Gradually 
they whittled it down. They got one person after another out. Until then there 
were nine people left. And then there were four people left. And my boyfriend 
Kettle was one of those last four people. And our neighbor Gordy Clee as also 
one of them. And eventually, so it was a spring ‘75 when they finally got the 
last people out of the building. And then it sat empty for I think a couple of 
years while they decided, “what the hell do we do with this place?” [laughs]. 
And so they renovated it. They turned into the Senator David A. Croll 
Apartments. So, it was senior's residence. It's owned by Toronto Community 
Housing now. And we always used to joke because it got to a certain point 
where we could look at each other and say, “gee, we could always move 
back in there as a senior.” [laughs] But I don't know if anybody's ever done 
that or not. [Ruth: That would be funny] There's not much left of the original 
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Rochdale, but that mural that I mentioned, they did, thank goodness too, 
because it was so brilliant. They did preserve. All of kind of top third of it 
running around the longest. So, you can still see. And interestingly for me Kettle 
is one of the pictures that's still up there. So, when I go into that building there 
he is right beside somebody else's German shepherd [laughs]. So yeah, so 
that's what happened to the building. 

 
01:11:37 Ruth 

How have your experiences at Rochdale like shaped the rest of your life 
moving forward?  

 
01:11:44 Dena 

Very profoundly. Actually, this, sort of in the arc of my life, those years as an 
undergraduate, U of T living at Rochdale, studying English literature, singing 
music, doing whatever I wanted, that freedom, that was the single most 
creative period of my life and the single most mind expanding, and spiritually 
fulfilling part of my life. And it had an enormous influence on the way that I 
think on the way that I see society, the way that I see my own role within it. 
Because I do, you know, I've had a very, if I may say so, successful academic 
career and family life and all of these things, and you know, in many ways 
been a very ordinary middle-class Torontonian. But who I am on the inside, as 
well as the things that I have supported or opposed, all goes back to those 
years. So yeah, it's been, it's been a very profound influence. And of all those 
people that I interviewed, not one of them said, “oh, didn't mean anything to 
me.” Even the people that I interviewed who lived there in the very early days, 
and they were either students or they were working and they went, “oh, no, 
I'm out of here.” [laughs] You know, at a certain point that I'm out of here. 
Even they said to me, you know, “I still think about those days”. And what they 
are saying is I still think about what it could have been. So, so their memories 
are not necessarily positive, but they certainly were influenced by it. So, yeah, 
very profound influence. 

 
01:13:55 Ruth 

I guess, when I initially had said the Rochdale was responding to housing crisis, 
but also other systemic, deeper issues, it kinda ties back to today where 
Toronto is still facing a very similar housing crisis.  

 
01:14:10 Dena 

And very similar issues! 
 
01:14:12 Ruth 

Yeah, very similar. Definitely! How, I guess, how important is it to- people 
always talk about housing as- as finding like a space to live, but like I think 
people don't really consider that it's also a place to be nourished. And how 
have you, I guess, how do young people today fulfill those spaces and kind of 
build not only like physical structures of housing, but also the social 
infrastructure for learning and building community? 
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01:14:46 Dena 
I sometimes despair about that. Because I look at what young people face 
and added to just the space issue, that there are not spaces is the money 
issue. I mean, my rent in Rochdale was $25 a month [laughs]. You know, you'd 
pay 2,500 a month now to find an apartment. And I despair of that because, 
you know, you not only need a place that you can have over your head, a 
roof over your head where you can feel comfortable, where you don't feel 
pressure just to meet the rent. To face that and to also find a space where, I 
mean the way you put it as perfect, where you can feel nourished by where 
you're living and the people around you and a sense of community. And I just 
feel that's so difficult to find. Where do you find it? I mean I look at the building 
that I live in right now and you know, there's no connection amongst the 
people of younger generation, the younger people living there cause they're- 
they have to be earning that money to pay that rent. And so just to speak in a 
more positive light, I think that the physical spaces, which are not available, 
but people make other spaces, virtual spaces. Coffee shops, fitness type of 
activities, you know, running clubs, all these sort of groups that come together. 
You know what someone said to me after Rochdale closed? “Rochdale didn't 
die, it just got big enough to encompass the entire city.” Things that were 
radical in Rochdale became normative outside of Rochdale. And so that is, I 
think what people can, what people do now is it's a lot more spread out 
geographically. But people can still create those inner spaces and 
connections.  
 
But I do despair and I know, like for example, my students. We had the 
opportunity to go to university and immerse ourselves in an intellectual life. My 
students, literally, and this is not me, this is stats coming from the university, 75% 
of them have to have a job in order to be able to afford to go to university. My 
tuition as an undergraduate was $200 a year as a graduate student was $500 
a year [laughs]. And we could do it. You know, and, and I'm not just talking 
about the difference in inflation, what those dollars are worth now. It was still 
hugely cheaper. And so, you could do it. You could have that freedom. So 
yeah, I mean, I'm on the outside. I'm not living the life of a young person, but 
what I see, I feel badly that they don't have those opportunities that we had, 
not that I can see... But at least it's being talked about now, so that's a good 
step. 

 
01:18:20 Ruth 

Yeah. Yeah, definitely...I guess is there anything else in your notes that you'd 
want to add? 

 
01:18:25 Dena 

Let me take a quick look and just make sure I haven't forgotten. Something 
that that seemed important at the time- [long pause] I mean, I've said this, but 
I liked the way I put it here: “The spiritual and artistic experimentation, the 
college as an incubator of new and exciting ideas and perspectives, the 
colleges, interrogator society's values and traditions.” That was, I wrote that, 
that was pretty good [laughs]. I mentioned those things... ACORN [Association 
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of Community Organizations for Reform Now], that might've been the thing 
that I was trying to remember. ACORN became a very, very important 
childcare initiative. Really, really progressive. I forget what the- it's an acronym 
and I forget what the letters stood for.... Okay... Yeah, pretty much... Yeah. 
Nope. That's all that Confucian Modes of Thought and Chinese Cooking. That 
was the name of the course. I think that in my meandering, I think I have 
managed to, yes. So, in my meandering way, I did say everything and much 
more than I had in these notes. Yeah.  

 
01:20:04 Ruth 

Well, thank you so much.  
 
01:20:07 Dena 

My pleasure. I hope it's helpful to you. 
 
01:20:09 Ruth 

Yeah, no, this was beautiful just to think of housing in a different perspective. 
 
01:20:14 Dena 

Yeah. I am so sorry to see that the city has just not solved any of these 
problems at all. It's, it's really unfortunate. And I fear for the future in that sense 
if we don't solve these problems. 

 
01:20:31 Ruth 

As much as it is a beautiful thing to have family in the city and to have the 
ability to live with your family, like I think there is a uniqueness and an 
independence that comes out of living outside of your family home and 
having those responsibilities that if those skills aren't developed, then it makes it 
very difficult to kind of build those skills later. But it's just a different experience 
that you wouldn't get necessarily at home. 

 
01:20:55 Dena 

That’s one thing if that's your choice, but it's another thing when you have no 
options, and that's the problem, is that the options aren't -- they don't seem to 
me to be, to be there as readily.  

 
01:21:11 Ruth 

Yes, definitely. So, thank you so much 
 
01:21:14 Dena 

Okay. My pleasure. 
 


