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Oral history interview with John Foster conducted by Ruth Belay 
27 February 2020 
 
00:00 Ruth Belay 

Thank you so much for sitting with us. If you would please state your name and 
the year that you graduated from U of T.  

 
00:08 John Foster 

Oh, my name is John Foster, and I graduated twice from U of T, once with a 
master’s in History [confirmed by foster to be 1973] and later with a doctorate in 
History, [confirmed by Foster to be 1977]. I believe the date was 1970, but I'd 
have to confirm that. 

 
00:34 Ruth 

If you could tell us a little bit about your life before coming to U of T. 
 
00:40 John 

About? 
 

00:41 Ruth 
Your life before U of T. 

 
00:47 John 

Yes, well, I was raised in Saskatchewan. I'm a farm boy and I did my 
undergraduate work at the University of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon. And in that 
period, I was also focused on Canadian history as an area of study, and outside 
the university my main activities were related to youth movements, particularly in 
the United Church of Canada, and more broadly, involvement with groups that 
were, which you could consider as part of the peace movement of the time. 

 
01:30 Ruth 

Can you describe some of your work with those movements? 
 
01:37 John 

I have to admit I'm having... the voice transmission is a bit muffled. So, for 
instance, the last part of your sentence I couldn't understand. 

 
01:49 Ruth 

Oh, I apologize, I'll speak up as clearly as possible. Could you tell us a little bit 
more about your experiences studying peace movements of the time? 

 
02:02 John 

Well, yes. I was involved with what was a formation – a quite important formation 
in the late ‘60s, early '70s - called, the Student Union for Peace Action. It had a 
fairly active element at the University of Toronto, but also in Saskatchewan. In 
Saskatchewan, there was a particular interest in the potential for reform, or it 
might be even revolution with Canadian Indigenous peoples at a particular 
focus on activities in solidarity [the Neestow Project]. And at the University of 
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Toronto, it came out of, to a greater extent, the anti-nuclear movement. And 
some of the leadership of the Student Union for Peace Action or a SUPA had 
experience in sit-ins and other activities, public education and agitation against 
nuclear warheads, against nuclear war. 

 
03:15 Ruth 

What made you decide to do your graduate studies at the University of Toronto? 
 
03:22 John 

I guess in the context of studying Canadian history, it was a logical choice. There 
may have been others but I don't recall much competition for my attention 
apart from the University of Toronto, which had certain figures like Donald 
Creighton, who were in the higher ranks of Canadian historians and academics. 

 
03:54 Ruth 

And once you were a student at U of T, what were some of the initial student 
activities that you were involved in? 

 
04:00 John 

Well, I was reflecting on that. And one of the general comments you could make 
about the University of Toronto in the late '60s, early '70s, was that it was very 
much a whirlwind of student and other activity. And a lot of this had to do with 
basic questions of democratic governance. I was a graduate student in the 
Department of History, and we had a graduate history association, which was 
pressing the department and the University to have student representatives in 
key decision-making committees. And that sort of activity went on more broadly 
across the University and it ended up with a process called the Commission on 
University Governance, which as I recall, people like Bob Rae, later Premier, were 
part of. Another aspect of that had to do with very practical issues, like whether 
on graduation or before graduation any of us would get jobs in Canadian 
universities. This was a very significant issue at the time. There was a movement 
around the employment of Canadian graduate students instead of importing 
American or other non-Canadians in terms of the job market in Canada. It was 
very tight, the job prospects were not particularly generous, and there was a 
study undertaken by Marjaleena Repo on behalf of the graduate students to 
document whether or not there was prejudice against hiring Canadians in 
departments across the country, because often the heads of departments were 
graduates of American schools. There was a broader movement not restricted to 
history, by any means, led by an English professor named Robin Matthews, which 
created quite a stir across the country in terms of the prospects for Canadian 
students. So that's just sort of one element in life at the University of Toronto in that 
period. 

 
06:36 Ruth 

How did you first become involved with the daycare movement? 
 
06:42 John 
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That was again, very, very personal. My then wife at the time worked at the 
Student Administrative Council on campus, I was going to graduate school on 
campus and we were pregnant. And this was part of a, this became, part of a 
more general discussion which relates more to the development of the women's 
movement in Toronto and on campus and raising themes about childcare. And 
from another perspective about the kind or condition of early childhood 
education - which makes it sound sort of more professional, but really a question 
of how very young children might be taken care of and raised and how their 
mothers, in particular, might be liberated from simply childcare, and we might 
work on collective approaches to taking care of children in their earliest months 
and years. This was part of a more general discussion in the student movement. 
And I remember that we were at a national conference of the Canadian Union 
of Students in Sudbury, where this sort of thing was being talked about among a 
variety of students, both married and single. And so, when we first began to take 
part in organizing something for childcare on campus, it was before we had a 
child, it was when we were pregnant. So, it was… this was 50 years ago and it 
was unexplored territory. If you like, we were involved in creating interest and 
possibilities for early daycare from conception rather than from birth. 

 
09:13 Ruth 

[Laughs] The daycare movement was definitely a big part of, as you had stated, 
the woman's movement. Were there a lot of male allies like yourself who were 
part of that movement? 

 
09:29 John 

I'm having trouble remembering how many, but around the creation of the 
Campus Community Coop, or what became the Campus Community Coop, 
there were a lot of steps, shall we say, or initiatives that were very, very basic. First 
of all, location. Finding something accessible for students and employees of the 
University that was close by. The economics of the issue were very primitive, 
really. It was finding a location and ultimately finding our staffing a center, which 
could be kept at economic levels or cost levels that were acceptable for 
graduate students or for women employed at the University at that time. There 
were very practical and creative initiatives to try and locate vacant properties in 
the span of the University that might in fact be asked for, or demanded, or taken 
over. And 12 Sussex, which was really at the heart of the campus and the site of 
the first Campus Coop was discovered, you know, by research among the 
people who were interested in creating a center and who were scanning 
properties and university property to come up with a solution. There was a 
particular element in that period which I guess concerned my wife and myself in 
particular but not all, which had to do with the care of infants. At that time 
where there were daycare centers in churches or other community centers, they 
were largely directed to children over two years of age. So, one of the 
pioneering aspects of the Campus Co-op was this focus on infant care. And so, 
when our daughter was born 50 years ago in December, this was very much a 
case in point. Her mother was working across the campus at the Student 
Administrative Council, and she was still being breastfed so it was a matter of 
whoever was volunteering or in charge at the daycare center on a particular 
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morning phoning her and telling her to run over because her milk was needed. It 
was that practical and direct. 

 
12:54 Ruth 

What about institutional response? Were there struggles in the way students had 
to fight for these services? 

 
13:03 John 

Oh, indeed. And one of the things that I hadn't mentioned enough was that the 
organization of the daycare center was on a cooperative basis. We lived in a 
cooperative house; we shopped at a cooperative store. I mean, it was very 
much in the atmosphere shall we say. And so, when you think of the daycare 
center, and because it was a cooperative, it consisted of one or two or three 
staff, but of a multitude of parents - a whole community of parents who to a 
smaller or greater extent, took part in the center in terms of volunteering, 
cooking, changing diapers, putting kids to the bed, recreation with the kids and 
so on.  

 
Now, the occupation of the building at 12 Sussex, which was an older house, 
had its own challenges. We had moved in and taken over and taken possession 
of a property that from the point of view of the people concerned with status, for 
example protection against fire and so on, the house was the inadequate. And 
so, we looked to the university for possible support for the need for renovation for 
a fire escape, for a number of other improvements. And this I think would also 
coincide... I mean, there would be others who could speak to this more than me, 
but it would coincide with other demands which the developing women's 
movement - women's student movement - were putting on the University, 
whether that had to do with access, facilities, et cetera. And so, proposals or 
demands were put to the University administration, and this led to that 
remarkable occupation of the Senate chamber of the University, which occurred 
a few months after the center was founded and was essentially around the 
demand for logistical or infrastructural support from the University. It was their 
property, which we had occupied [Ruth laughs] which we were trying to turn 
into a facility that we would be proud of, and certainly not one that would be 
unsafe.  

 
So, the demands to the University administration coincided with spring and the 
prospect of exams, and in other cases and other causes, that period is probably 
particularly susceptible to student activism. In any case, we had a rally with the 
strollers and children and hangers-on in front of Simcoe Hall, the administrative 
center of the University. And it turned out that the doors were opened and this 
crowd of several hundred ranged up the staircase into the Senate chamber in 
the second floor of the University. And meanwhile, representatives of the parent 
cooperative sought an audience with the University President, Claude Bissell, 
which occurred ultimately. The occupation stayed on for a number of hours 
overnight and involved lots of people who were not parents of the daycare 
center but who took part in the overall demand, which was within the context of 
the sorts of changes in consciousness that were being developed among 
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women who were active as students or in the women's movement. It had 
psychological doorways open to the men who were parents, or thinking of being 
parents, or maybe thought they might never be parents, but here was a way to 
connect with children and with the early childhood education. So that particular 
moment was one of a couple of key pioneering protest activities, and ultimately 
victories, which emerged out of the community of parents and supporters at 12 
Sussex. 

 
18:23 Ruth 

For… I guess, the accessibility of students accessing postsecondary education, 
and staff as well, having the opportunity to work, what did having like a family 
center, a daycare center mean to future students and staff members? 

 
18:46 John 

Sorry, I didn't quite catch the last part of your question. 
 
18:50 Ruth 

The last part was just focused on what did the family center mean to later 
families and students who were able to now have a space to be active with their 
children but also have childcare? 

 
19:13 John  

I think it meant a lot. I mean, this is very practical - very practical - stuff and 
allowed people to explore their careers in new ways, given reasonable, not 
exorbitant costs and security. Now, not everyone could or would benefit from this 
in the same way because the 12 Sussex was a cooperative and you had to 
contribute in several ways, one of which was in a given couple or family finding 
volunteer time. So, for instance, I might go to the daycare center every Thursday 
morning for the morning shift, and part of my duty as being on the morning shift 
was going over to the dominion store and buying whatever would be cooked up 
for lunch. Might be chicken livers or something else. And so not every individual 
in a family have the same flexibility. My wife at the time worked full time on 
campus, so the volunteer time was taken up by myself. And that occurred in a 
number of families and for a number of men as well as women. But there was a 
certain camaraderie in being part of the team on a given morning or afternoon. 
And we all had to learn a good deal, and perhaps for some people, it was their 
first training in changing a diaper. We were dealing with children under two in 
very early stages.  

 
There was also, for men AND women, I think a good deal of debate -- not 
necessarily in a formal sense, although there were at times committees with 
special focuses. But this was a period of considerable debate, more broadly, 
academically and internationally about how you raise children and about the 
psychology of human relationships. You think of a name like R. D. Laing in that 
period, you get a sense of the flavor of debate that was going on about 
education at its earliest stages and about family rights, and also about sexuality. 
And that shades over into the women's movement and the student movement 
more broadly. One of the sort of practical or factual results of the 12 Sussex 
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initiative was that it ended up provoking the creation, not of one daycare 
center, but of three. And I think at the time we thought that that would be part 
of a broad movement that would be province-wide in terms of a movement to 
not just cooperative, but to all forms of daycare support for families. Although, it's 
been a very slow matter to take fire, we must say after 50 years, but the 
cooperative on Sussex led in turn to the cooperative on Devonshire for children 
over two and to an initiative on the part of the University in response to very 
strong pressure from women professors and students on campus to the creation 
of a third center which was called Margaret Fletcher. So that we had some 
concrete influence, although given the number of students and employees on 
campus, it was probably rather minuscule compared to the need. 

 
23:30 Ruth 

How important was student solidarity networks to achieving different goals that 
students had? 

 
23:42 John 

Which network, sorry? 
 
23:49 Ruth 

How important were student solidarity networks to achieving the goals that 
students had identified as important? 

 
23:59 John 

I think they were important. I've already, you know -- I think they were important. 
I've already mentioned the response of students to our demands for support for 
the facility and the sit-in at Simcoe Hall. If you go back through the history of the 
University of Toronto, I'm sure that sit-in was among one of the biggest, most 
successful and rather unique events. So, the broader student support was 
extremely important. Then when the parents moved on to the Devonshire 
Building, which again, was a University building, which again, we took over 
physically. We were particularly concerned that the University might evict us 
because we had, in a sense, no legal right to be there. We had taken it over, 
we'd moved a stove and a fridge in, and the kids were playing in the yard, so to 
speak. But our hypothesis was that the University would send over what we 
referred to as “rent-a-cops”, and dislodge us from the facility. That ended up 
being another form of occupation, a bit more ambitious than the one night at 
Simcoe Hall. So that for a full year, we maintained 24-hour occupation of the 
building and since we thought that the University police would not evict us if 
there were little children in the building that involved parents and children 
sleeping over every night for a full year, on a voluntary rotational basis. Of 
course, occasionally there were students who were not parents, who were 
volunteers, who were part of that whole process. This involved not only sleeping 
on sleeping bags on a concrete floor, but the whole process of the occupation 
for a year involved all kinds of committee work and planning and strategy, as 
well as negotiations with the University. So, it was quite a remarkable and 
concrete expression of solidarity.  
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One other thing, which should be mentioned, was the relationship with the 
provincial government. We didn't seem to lack for targets to take on. But the day 
nurseries branch of the provincial government had monumental doubts about 
the Campus Cooperative. Part of it had to do with the whole question of 
pioneering daycare for under two’s, because they believed... There were 
differences of opinion, let's put it, or perhaps even of expertise, around how early 
childhood education should be organized. The dominant point of view from the 
Province's daycare branch was that in the early stages of life, children were, shall 
we say, bilateral in their affections and their orientation; that it was one parent to 
one child, or whatever. And that our whole cooperative model and our 
emphasis on collective play and cooperative development, that that was 
premature or misplaced. So, there were difficulties with the province's orientation 
at that level. That in turn related to the kind of qualifications for staff that would 
be recognized as being adequate by the Province. And there, again, we 
differed because some of our staff were, let's say, well-meaning volunteers 
without the sort of professional training that the Province expected. And again, 
there would be difference between under two and over two expertise required, 
so that the province in turn wanted to shut us down at Sussex. And this in turn 
ended up with a series of hearings, held downtown at the Westbury Hotel where 
the Day Nursery's Branch heard evidence presentations on all these issues, 
educational and professional. Of course, some of that evidence was presented 
by faculty and volunteers associated with the daycare center. Ultimately, several 
compromises were worked out, including, you know, the level of professional 
education of the staff, but also the recognition of the innocence, the success of 
the Sussex cooperative for early childhood education. 

 
29:27 Ruth 

So how did all of this experience in student activism shape your educational 
experience as first a master's student, then later as a graduate -- PhD student? 

 
29:38 John 

Well, it probably delayed my graduation [Ruth laughs] by months or longer 
because the... And this turned out to sort, in a sense, the parents and volunteers. 
Because not everyone could sustain going to university, volunteering half a day 
a week, probably taking another half day or evening to take part in a 
committee and so on, on a family basis. Let's say that you have more than one 
child. This could go on for five years. So, some parents then opted to pay more 
for a daycare center in a church hall or in some other neighborhood institution. 
So, people would make different priorities, let's say. For me, graduate school was 
sufficiently flexible, shall we say, in terms of where you spent your time, that it 
was... The time sort of seeped away a bit, and as long as one had some 
fellowships or scholarships, or one might say a working partner, you might allow 
your period of student activity to elongate. The other thing was that most centers 
were very convenient for those of us who were on campus, whether we were at 
the Sigmund Samuel or ultimately at Robarts in terms of library access. It was 
extremely convenient. So, I'll tell you, there weren't too many immediate worries 
till the fellowships ran out. 
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31:55 Ruth 
Could you also tell me a little bit more about your experiences in SUPA at U of T 
compared to your experiences in your undergraduate degree? 

 
32:10 John 

Sorry, between undergraduate activity and... 
 
32:15 Ruth 

No, no. With the Student Union for Peace Action (SUPA), you said that it was all 
over Canada and all over different universities, right? What was the difference at 
U of T and compared to University of Saskatchewan? 

 
32:30 John 

Well, in a broader sense, it is important in that particular period to consider other 
contributing elements. One I would mention had to do with a sense of more 
faculty level or academic level, creativity and explorations around the anti-war 
movement and the movement towards socialism. And so, there was a good 
deal of activity and intellectual activity at the University of Toronto around a 
whole series of academic figures and students associated with them. And 
several of the leaders of that period have passed away, but some are still alive 
and well. Abe Rothstein and Mel Watkins, in terms of political activity and 
political economy, were among the intellectual leaders in that period. The 
second thing has to do with the broader anti-war movement. This was a period 
in which Toronto was part of what you might call the underground railway in 
terms of American draft resisters coming by various means to Canada and 
seeking safety here and employment or academic openings. So that was part of 
the general atmosphere.  

 
With the Student Union for Peace Action, there was an element of research, 
which engaged students and graduate students and other academics, which 
was looking at various factors that contributed to the war that was growing in 
Southeast Asia, and to the elements of war making, including a manufacturer of 
armaments and so on, whether in Canada or more broadly. There was in 
addition to that, a sort of pre-revolutionary atmosphere, which probably, on 
reflection, was overstated. But there was a sense in which the system, however 
you might define that, might be overthrown by various elements. And there was 
a certain romance about that, I suppose, but a part of SUPA involved 
community organizing at a grassroots level, whether that was in the east side of 
downtown Toronto, in Kingston, Ontario, in the Métis communities in Northern 
Saskatchewan or a variety of other's locales. The key event, from my own point, 
was attendance at a national conference in a small town in rural Quebec, 
which brought together veterans of the civil rights movement in the United 
States. People who had been in student activities in the Southern United States, 
in breaking open segregation, whether in transportation, restaurants, or 
universities. It included people who had taken part in community projects like the 
one that I mentioned in Southeastern Toronto, [Trefann Court] involved others 
who were developing what became a really powerful women's movement in 
Canada. And so, for me, coming out of a fairly conservative cultural church 
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background, it was a total adventure, shall we say, with its elements of shock 
and surprise. But there was extremely active discussion about how to undermine 
the militarization of foreign policy and Canada's options in the world. 

 
37:30 Ruth 

How do you believe, I guess, all of the student activity that you were involved in 
has shaped your professional career moving forward? 

 
37:43 John 

Well, I think, in an immediate sense it interrupted my student career because I 
took the opportunity to spend a year... At that point, I think, my wage was $25 a 
week, to take a year and my '57 Chevy and travel the country, visiting locals of 
the United Church youth movement. So, I literally went from Victoria to St. John's 
and ultimately, I guess, gave it up when my jeans wore out, but basically trying to 
connect with church youth and build certain connections between these 
congregationally-based youth organizations, the student Christian movement, 
which was still reasonably active across the country, and organizations like SUPA. 
So that had an immediate impact and then I went back to graduate school 
when that was over, but it meant that – it reinforced my engagement with the 
youth movement across the country, and there were a number of key 
conferences and events which we sponsored and which influenced more folk. 

 
I think in a longer term, and this was celebrated very much last fall with the 50th 
anniversary of the Campus Community Cooperative Daycare Center, it built a 
whole framework for exploring parenthood and my relationship and our 
relationship with our daughter, and with other children. We shared a cooperative 
house - in fact, several cooperative houses - where there were parents from the 
Daycare Center. And so, my daughter and two other young children were raised 
collectively together in that period and are still, I guess, to some extent in touch, 
but we would all feel part of the same family and with an interest in the success 
of the other children. And I took the three children on at least one Christmas 
holiday to Cuba, maybe more than what I'm not quite remembering, so that we 
continued to be in touch and also took one of the other children on other 
holidays acting as, in a sense, as alternate parents. So those are very concrete, 
social activities and impacts. 

 
40:59 Ruth 

Okay. Is there anything else that you'd like to add, emphasize -- something that 
you'd like to touch on? 

 
41:10 John 

No, I'll just come back to the 50th anniversary celebration of the Campus 
Community Co-op last fall. It was a remarkable event, and foundationally 
because the Cooperative still exists. An institution that was founded, in some 
ways, out of thin air 50 years ago has had 50 years of history and development. 
I've never tried to calculate how many children and families were influenced by 
that one occurrence, one institution, but it's quite remarkable. And as I 
mentioned, then, you had the center for over two children and another whole 



 
 

 10	

gang who were influenced. And this, in turn, related to a period in Ontario 
education more broadly that had a whole series of initiatives and some of the 
key individuals from that overlapped with the parents of the Daycare Center. I'm 
thinking there, particularly, of the so-called free school movement of Everdale, 
which was a kind of pioneering free school outside Toronto, which has all kinds of 
graduates. The same people and the same, in a sense, movement founded an 
ongoing magazine called, “This Magazine is About Schools” and a descendant 
of that still exists and is published by the Canadian Center for Policy Alternatives, 
“Our Schools and Ourselves”, so that there was a connection with a broader 
educational movement beyond daycare and there are all kinds of possible links 
there to explore. So, I think that more or less wraps up what I haven't touched on 
so far. 

 
43:27 Ruth 

Thank you so much. This has been an amazing interview. Just hearing about the 
family cooperative daycare and my siblings having an opportunity to actually 
be in the daycare. It's great to see that there is a foundation for it in student 
activism and that it does exist and it made my mom's life a lot easier with three 
kids. So. Yeah. 

 
43:52 John 

All right [laughs]. Well, that's wonderful. Anyway. Thank you both. Would I expect 
to get… Um, in one of the forms it mentions a digital copy. 

 
44:08 Ruth 

Yes. We can provide you with a digital copy and a written transcription of the 
interview as well. 

 
44:14 John 

Okay. Well that's terrific [laughs]. 
 
44:17 Ruth 

Okay. Thank you so much. Have a great rest of the day. 
 
44:20 John 

Okay [laughs]. Thanks. Bye-bye. 
 
44:22 Ruth 

Bye. 
 
 


