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It's true. A circus riot led to the
birth of modern policing in Toronto.
A popular Victorian attraction, cir-
cuses were a form of escapism,
where the fascination with all
things weird was celebrated. Com-
bine this with the fact that Toronto,
at this time, was lined with brothels
and taverns, and you have the mak-
ings of a peculiar event in our histo-
ry. 

In July 1855, S.B. Howes' Star
Troupe Menagerie & Circus came
to town. On their night off, the
clowns celebrated at a bordello near
King and Jarvis streets - and beat
up two locals. 

Rowdy clowns might not be sur-
prising, but what about rough-and-
tumble local firefighters? Turns out
one of the "victims" was a firefight-
er, a relatively new profession at the
time. 

With no central department and
made up largely of volunteers, local
brigades were territorial when
dealing with fires. A few weeks be-
fore this event, a dispute over which
responding brigade would battle a
fire on Church Street led to a battle
between brigades, and the Fire-
men's Riot. 

So the temperamental firemen
gathered the next day. As the circus
wrapped up its final show, this
group was joined by locals, and
soon swelled into an angry mob -

pelting the circus tents with stones,
smashing and tipping all the circus
wagons, and setting fire to them.
Someone rang the fire bell, but
when the Hook and Ladder compa-
ny arrived, they joined in. Only the
arrival of the militia quelled the
mob. 

In the aftermath, the police
claimed they could not identify any-
one responsible for starting the riot.
Constables were appointed by city
councillors and not hired by their
superiors. No specific training was
required for the position. After pub-
lic outrage, an inquiry and an elec-
tion, city council decided that the ri-

ot was caused by the disorganized
fire and police forces. In 1859, there
were mass firings, and work began
to rebuild and centralize both forc-
es. Modern policing in Toronto was
born. 

– Jessica Young is a digital mar-
keting assistant for Heritage To-
ronto. "This Month in Toronto's

History" appears on the first Thurs-
day of each month and is produced
by Heritage Toronto, a charity that

celebrates and commemorates the
city's rich heritage and the diverse

stories of its people, places and
events. To learn more, visit 

heritagetoronto.org.
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July 1855 event
started rebuild of

police force, writes
Jessica Young

Court Street Fire Hall, between Toronto and Church streets, in
1860.
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Each time I wonder what can
be done to help a particular

problem, whether it is global or
local, I try to think about what
actions I can take. How can I do
better? Our days are filled with
choices about values and ac-
tions. One moment, a brief
pause, a decision to help or not.
A choice whether to act, react
or not.

Our Toronto identity is ever-

changing, but it should never be
about how one of our sports
team did last night or what kind
of coffee we buy. 

I believe our actions as citi-
zens are our values - how we
treat each other and how we act
when we are confronted with a
chance to help our city or one of
the neighbours we share it
with. 

Our parkland and ravines
are, on the strictest of terms, an
economic asset. 

We pay for this asset. We
consume it in our picnics, in the
Saturday afternoon of roller-
blading, a quiet day fishing or
an hour or two running on the
trails. In the bigger sense, our
parklands are one of the most
important parts of our city. It is
a democratic space, for every-
one. 

A universal asset, a great
equalizer, available to no one

person more than another. A
shared asset and also a shared
responsibility. Of any relation-
ship there must be nurture and
nature is no different. 

So I have come to this place
in my relationship with the Don
Valley. A daily refuge for my
trail runs and peace of being. I
cannot bear to see it suffer so.
Garbage covers many of its
slopes. Even if I were never to
run there again, I could not

leave it in such poor condition.
A person on average will take a
maximum of 12 steps to place a
piece of litter in the garbage,
any further and there is a better
chance it will end up on the
ground. We do not need more
garbage bins, we need to take
more steps. 

Those steps include begin-
ning a two-way relationship
with our precious parklands; if
you use it, do more than pay
taxes.

Find a piece of the Don that's
important to you, care for it and
prioritize it. Get involved with
one of Toronto's crown jewels
and find a way to make a differ-
ence.

Please visit our website at
www.dontmesswiththedon.ca.

– Lawrence Warriner is the co-
founder of Don't Mess with the

Don and owner of Toronto TRUE
running.
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'Get involved with
one of Toronto's
crown jewels and

find a way to
make a

difference,' writes
Lawrence
Warriner

Truth emerges from free discussion and free
reporting. An informed public is essential to
fostering and preserving Canada's demo-
cratic society. Section 2 (c) of the Canadi-
an Charter of Rights and Freedoms
guarantees “freedom of thought, belief,
opinion and expression, including freedom
of the press and other media of communi-
cation.” With this right comes a responsibil-
ity for the media to be accurate, fair,
honest and transparent. We take this
responsibility seriously.

This newspaper, published every Thursday,
is a division of the Metroland Media Group
Ltd., a wholly owned subsidiary of Torstar
Corporation. The Metroland family of
newspapers is comprised of more than 80
community publications across Ontario.

This newspaper is a member of the
National NewsMedia Council. Complainants
are urged to bring their concerns to the
attention of the newspaper and, if not
satisfied, write The National NewsMedia
Council, Suite 200, 890 Yonge St., Toronto,
ON M4W 2H2. Phone: 416-340-1981 Web:
www.mediacouncil.ca.

newsroom@toronto.com
facebook.com/torontodotcom
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