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I grew up in a multicultural
community in the late 1970s. Back
then, the suburb of Rexdale north-
west of Toronto was filled with first
generation families trying to fit in
as new Canadians. 

There was discrimination for
sure. We were called names,
threatened and subject to violence
by kids who considered us 'dirty
immigrants.'

I recall one memory of my sister
and brother, then only five and six,
coming home in tears because bul-

lies called them 'pakis.'
More confused than hurt, they

questioned my mom, 'What did the
word mean?'

Being brown skinned from
Trinidad with Indian names threw
people off back then. An island of
people from Africa, South Asia,
China and Europe who formed a
new society by sharing cultural
traditions? 

It seemed like a bit of an enigma,
because in that Rexdale neighbour-
hood, the cultural mosaic was just
beginning to form. I had moved from
a small multicultural society to a
larger one filled with neighbours
and school friends from various
countries around the world.

It was a big advantage for me.

We made friends and opened our
homes to one another. And that's
where my most valuable life expe-
riences come from.

Despite the colour of our skin,
the varying accents of our parents,
and the smell of foreign food, we re-
alized that we are all pretty much
the same - newcomer kids looking
to find our way. 

As I made my way through the
years, I was confident of one thing -
when I became older, colour
wouldn't matter anymore. 

It was only a matter of time be-
fore we accepted the cultural mosaic
like the island where I was born.

That was more than 40 years ago
and I'm not sure about our progres-
sion.

Race and religion have become
paramount, threatening to divide
us. While governments try to
change behaviour by slapping on a
diversity brand and touting it as

part of their marketing efforts,
kids form circles of friends who
look like one another. Some of
them speak a language other than
English, amongst themselves. And
discrimination holds its head high-
er than ever.  

Outwardly, we are polite. We
watch our political correctness
and we indulge in each other's cui-
sine. We march in groups against
discrimination and we post our an-
ger on social media. 

But are we invited into each oth-
er's homes to break bread together?
Do we accept the partner our chil-
dren bring home, if the colour of
their skin is not what we had hoped?
Do we have close friends who are not
part of our cultural background?
Does the leadership in organiza-
tions reflect the population?

Some days, I close my eyes and
long for my life in Rexdale, with a
neighbourhood filled with people
who all looked different. 

And that was OK, because back
then, diversity wasn't a brand. It
was a way of life. 

Priya Ramsingh is a communi-
cations consultant and the author
of the fictional novel, Brown Girl
in the Room. She can be reached at
priya@arkacomm.ca.

BEFORE THE CANADIAN BRAND OF
DIVERSITY, THERE WAS A MOSAIC
DIVERSITY HAS BECOME A BRAND, NOT A
WAY OF LIFE, WRITES PRIYA RAMSINGH
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Ever wonder how the Gardiner
got its name? 

Completed in 1966, the Gardiner
Expressway was the first urban ex-
pressway in Canada. Today, many
consider the Gardiner to be an eye-
sore. Opinions on transportation
in Toronto remain divided, not un-
like the legacy of the man who gave
the highway its name, Frederick
Gardiner. 

In 1953, Gardiner was appointed
as the first chair of Metropolitan
Toronto - the preamalgamation
level of government that addressed
infrastructure and other joint
city/suburb issues. Gardiner had a
unique way of organizing his coun-
cil, taking on most of the work him-
self, with a small staff. 

He would wait for just the right
moment to push his ideas through,

and when he met resistance he
would whittle it down until council
agreed with him. It was his way or
the highway. Or in his case, his way
was the highway. He used these
tactics for both the construction of
the Gardiner Expressway and the
Don Valley Parkway, among the
two most densely travelled and
congested highways in Toronto.
For his championing of the "Metro-
politan Experiment" in Toronto, he
has often been compared to Robert
Moses, the controversial "master
builder" of New York City in the
1960s. 

According to Gardiner's biogra-
pher, Timothy Colton, he was "the
tyrant and charmer who towered
above others." Metropolitan To-
ronto would not exist without the
man who nicknamed himself the
"Metro Goldwyn Mayor," but who
was referred to by others as the
"bulldozer." 

October marks municipal elec-
tion season, and with Toronto's
elections now confirmed for Oct.
22, we remember the legacy of past
city-builders like Gardiner. The
decisions made by big personali-
ties in positions of authority have
undeniably shaped Toronto for
better and for worse. Bill 181 and
the court challenges reminds us
that while some things do change,
many things stay the same.

Jessica Young is a digital
marketing assistant for Heritage
Toronto. "This Month in Toron-
to's History" appears on the first
Thursday of each month and is
produced by Heritage Toronto, a

charity that celebrates and com-
memorates the city's rich heri-
tage and the diverse stories of its
people, places and events. To
learn more, visit heritagetoron-
to.org.

GARDINER THE 'TYRANT AND CHARMER' WHO SHAPED TORONTO
IT WAS HIS WAY OR
THE HIGHWAY,
WRITES JESSICA
YOUNG
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The Gardiner Expressway is under construction in this 1959 photo.
City of Toronto Archives/Photo


