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ABSTRACT

Following the groundwork established by scholars such as 
Lucy Lippard, Svetlana Boym, Robin Wall Kimmerer, and Julie 
Eizenberg, this thesis aims to uncover a practical approach to 
the curation of public places of belonging in post-industrial 
society. More specifically, it focuses on the use of history as a 
tool for placemaking amidst colonial structures of indifference, 
alienation, and displacement In Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 
The research consisted of a thorough social, ecological, and 
historical analysis of the Humber River and the surrounding 
communities, with a particular focus on the City of Toronto 
and four adjacent neighbourhoods within its urban watershed. 
The proposed architectural intervention is a response to the 
social and ecological issues identified in the paper across a 
spectrum of nested scales. At the most architectural scale, 
the proposed building addresses the social needs of the 
local communities, providing facilities for children, youth, 
parents, and the elderly to learn through participation in 
their environment, while also providing opportunities for 
community organizers to lead and to educate the public.

Key words: social alienation, belonging, urban watershed, 
living classroom, memory, river stewardship.
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PREFACE

This thesis uses a mixed-methodological approach that 
aims to centre Indigenous knowledge in the assessment 
of the site and the proposed intervention that stems 
from it. I acknowledge my own gaps in understanding 
and my commitment to listening and learning. As an 
academic committed to honouring Indigenous processes, 
I will follow the precedents of past authors that have 
written on the subject and set out my perspective and 
relationship to the Humber River and its communities.

I am publishing this as a scholar and a resident of the 
Humber Heights - Westmount neighbourhood. I have no 
Canadian heritage outside of my time living within its borders 
as I am a first generation immigrant and my familiarity with the 
country began only in 2007. Between then and 2021 I have lived 
in seven different homes across 6 different neighbourhoods 
of three different cities. My home by the Humber River is my 
most recent long-term residence and the one I have become 
most intimately familiar with, however I am still an outsider and 
I am relying heavily on the existing documentation of the site 
and the consultation of the larger community stakeholders.

At the risk of drawing too much focus to my personal 
experiences and perspectives of the site in question, it 
is important to clarify that the proposed intervention at 
the Humber River is meant as a proof of concept.The key 
takeaway from the application of the theoretical framework is 
to demonstrate the effects of colonialism on the degradation 
of individual and collective identity and to propose a counter 
to the top-down planning and design of public places.
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CHAPTER I
On memory and diaspora
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PLACES OF BELONGING

Belonging is a term defining the sense of community 
one feels when they as an individual find fulfillment 
in a collective and the collective welcomes them as 

their own. This concept will often exist within implicit and 
explicit groups found in the home and in the workplace. 
Whether the individual gets a seat at the dinner table or 
at a conference meeting, one may cultivate these feelings 
of belonging by being present and actively contributing to 
the social dynamic of the space.1 Places of belonging in the 
home and at work, however, are not the focus of this project.

Much of the contemporary discussions surrounding 
places of belonging revolve around the cultivation of the 
“third space”. The third space is described by spatial 
analysts as a communal space that is separate from the home 
or the workplace.2 In her 1994 article “Housing Without 
Boundaries”, Julie Eizenberg reveals that for many people, 
the space beyond the home exists solely as liminal space, 
akin to living on a threshold between places of belonging. For 
marginalized groups in particular, the feeling of belonging 
is often confined to the home or a memory of a homeland.3 
This phenomenon is rampant in urban environments, where 
the question of security supersedes any notion of human 
connection in a public space, and the aim of urban public 
spaces to appeal to as broad of an audience as possible 
effectively creates public spaces that are specific to no 
one. Kat Holmes explains this clearly in her book from 2018 

1 Svetlana Boym, “On Diasporic Intimacy: Ilya Kabakov’s Installations and Immigrant Homes.” Critical Inquiry 24, no. 2 (Winter  
 1998): 499. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1344176.
2 Zakros InterArts. “Defining the Third Space.” Third Space Network, September 5, 2021, https://thirdspacenetwork.com/about/defin 
 ing-the-third-space/.
3 bell hooks, Julie Eizenberg, and Hank Koning, “House Rules.” Assemblage, no. 24 (August 1994), 24.
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4 Holmes, Kat. Mismatch: How Inclusion Shapes Design (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2018),  
 98.
5 Ibid. 96.
6 Boym, “On Diasporic Intimacy,” 498.

“Mismatch: How Inclusion Shapes Design” by dismantling 
the concept of the mathematically static “average” user: “All 
people are variable over the course of their lives. What if our 
minds and bodies are simply unpredictable? Which human, 
exactly, should be at the center of human-centered design?”4

How can a public place serve the diversity of needs 
of people living in urban settings while simultaneously 
responding to the specific needs of the individual? When 
designing at the scale of a city such as Toronto, a centralised 
plan has little room for individual accommodations. 
The strategy thus far has been to broaden the scope by 
removing specificity and prioritizing universality, following 
the 80/20 rule with the aim of minimizing the uncertainty 
that is inherent in trying to understand a large group of 
people.5 As a result, public spaces within the city of Toronto 
have a consistent look and feel across the map, but this 
consistency detracts from the unique character, ecology, and 
user demographics of their sites. (fig.1) Finding intimacy in 
such a general space, when the space itself does nothing 
to respond to the user, makes the aim of finding belonging 
outside the home significantly more challenging. Perhaps 
then there is a need for a different approach. Svetlana Boym 
defines intimacy as the shrinking of experience down to a
shared experience in the local community.6 
The answer may very well lie not in the 
removal of specificity, but in unpacking 
the real, physical, historical, and socio-
political context of the site to inform the 
design of the public sphere. What better 
way to cultivate a meaningful relationship 
between user and place than to reveal 
the nature of the place to the user?

A bench at the 
entrance to the 

Humber River 
Trail on Weston 

Road, looking out 
at traffic.

(fig.1)
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INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE MEMORY

The user-place relationship goes both ways. For the place 
to resonate with the user it must reflect the reality that the 
two coexist and respond to the same conditions. (fig.2) 

These conditions are a mixture of evident site features, political 
currents, cultural influences and daily routines. The significance 
of our user’s responses to these conditions changes whether 
we perceive the user as an individual or as part of a collective.

The individual experience of an environment informs 
the collective, which in turn influences the disposition of 
the individual. The individual however possesses unique 
qualities and experiences; they hold memories that are 
special to them, formed within their lifetime. Following 
Lucy Lippard’s theory on placemaking, these are the 
experiences key to creating feelings of belonging because 
it is the individual that seeks intimacy with the site.7

The same site can 
present itself as 
both a place of 
belonging and 
as a landscape 
to be admired 
depending on 
the personal 
experiences of the 
user and whether 
they resonate with 
the conditions 
presented to them 
by the space.

(fig.2)

7 Lucy Lippard, The Lure of the Local. (New York: The New Press, 1997), 10.
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The collective experience highlights the general attitude 
towards the site, reflective of major events, demographic 
profiles and consistency with sentiments of the broader 
society. These are the experiences that the site at large 
must aim to respond to. Turning again to Lippard’s writing, 
we can begin to cultivate the idea of multi-centred localism, 
that is the formation of multiple places of belonging through 
experience.8 Collective experience is closely tied to the site 
as both are responding to the deeper history and spatial 
context of the region. For this reason, collective memory plays 
a key role in defining what is significant about the site and 
how people connect with it. Places of belonging are formed 
through the recollection of a personal moment in space in 
the exact same way that a traumatic experience can make a 
geographic location triggering.9 The places of belonging we 
are aiming to curate are based on memories of times where 
the user felt as part of a collective that reciprocated their 
sense of kinship, feelings that could only be reciprocated if the 
experience was shared by other individuals in the collective. 
Robin Wall Kimmerer explores this idea of belonging to a 
collective by highlighting the role of ceremony as a way of 
“remembering to remember”. She writes, “Ceremony is a 
vehicle for belonging - to a family, to a people, and to the 
land.”10 It is crucial to understand that belonging is formed not 
through a one-off interaction or even a set of unique moments, 
but through the ritual engagement with our neighbours.  

8 Lippard, The Lure of the Local, 8.
9 Amy Tan, Where the Past Begins: A Writer’s Memoir, (New York: Ecco, 2017), 120.
10 Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants, (Minneapolis:  
 Milkweed Editions, 2013), 36.
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We can reason that the role of individual memory in 
placemaking is to relate parts of the individual identity to 
other individuals in a physical place. Thus leading to the 
formation of a memory node and the decentralisation of the 
home as the sole place of belonging. (fig.3) These individual 
experiences form the collective experience, molding collective 
memory to be representative of the local population. The 
role of collective memory becomes the key to defining public 
places that are equipped to aid in the formation of individual 
memories. This self-reinforcing system of memory and identity 
is what defines vernacular placemaking at a given scale.

The creation of multiple places of belonging outside of the 
home allows the user to inhabit a vibrant world, not just a 
home or an apartment.

(fig.3)
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LONG-TERM AND SHORT-TERM MEMORY

To expand on the idea 
of memory as it relates 
to site, we must look 

to experiences at different 
scales of time. The material 
reality of a site is the result of 
everything that came before, 
from geo-thermal activity 
3 billion years prior, to the 
last glacial period 100,000 
years ago, the formation of 
the Great Lakes and modern 
wetlands, and the light rainfall
from last night.11 Some of this history, like the receding 
glaciers 12,500 years ago, has deep implications for 
the site, but carries little weight in the routine lives of 
people living there today. Whereas the smaller daily 
events such as weather patterns, traffic rituals, holiday 
schedules and the maintenance of civic services play a 
greater role in people’s lives and have a cumulative, but 
comparatively miniscule immediate impact on the site. (fig.4)

The river is very 
susceptible to ice 

jams in cases of 
extreme winter 
temperatures, 

causing damage 
along the 

Humber river to 
woody riparian 
vegetation and 

man-made 
infrastructure 

alike.

(fig.4)

11 Amanda Briney, “Overview of the Last Glaciation,” Thought Co. July 27, 2019.
 https://www.thoughtco.com/the-last-glaciation-1434433.
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With memory acting as the forge for places of belonging, 
coupled with the distinction made between individual and 
collective memory and their respective roles in this process, 
we see another dimension emerge: time. Life expectancy 
in Ontario is estimated to lie between 80-85 years of age.12 
We can define this as the extent of individual memory 
and, for our purposes, the extent of short-term memory. 
Events specific to the site beyond this time span are part of 
recorded and recited history, reliant on collective memory 
and for this purpose will be defined as long-term memory.

The importance of this type of self-determination cannot 
be overstated. In effect, collective long-term memory is a way 
for a population to define the significance of their context and 
the significance of themselves in that context. May Chazan 
speaks on this in her 2011 book “Home and Native Land” 
when referring to identity and the politics of recognition.

“A person or a group of people can suffer real damage, 
real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror 
back to them a confining or demeaning or contemptible 
image of themselves. Nonrecognition or misrecognition 
can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning 
one in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.”13

The relationship 
between the 
environment, 
the individual, 
our perception 
of ourselves and 
the perception of 
us by others are 
all variables that 
feed into each 
other, creating 
what we define 
as vernacular 
identity.

(fig.5)

12 Canada Protection Plan, “What is the Life Expectancy in Canada?” Canada Protection Plan. April 1, 2020. https://www.cpp.ca/blog/ 
 what-is-the-life-expectancy-in-canada/
13 May Chazan, et. al. Home and Native Land: Unsettling Multiculturalism in Canada, (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2011), 42.
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The land, as its people, is an expression of their shared 
history. This means a reflection of the harmony as well as the 
trauma experienced by the two. (fig.5) In a post-industrial, 
colonial society, land is treated as a resource and is exploited 
for the benefit of capital. That same trauma is forced onto 
the working class that lives and works on this land as well as 
on the people displaced for the purpose of industrial and 
commercial development.14 In the case of Toronto, when 
the city applies its centralised principles of design to public 
space, it fails to recognize that violence, alienating people 
from their surroundings and leading to a fragmentary cultural 
identity for the affected communities. What remains is the 
collective shared experience, the stories and remnants that 
make up the long-term memories unique to their keepers.

The theoretical framework of using scales of space 
and time to unpack colonial identity and curate places of 
belonging can be applied to almost any region around 
the world that still operates under colonial rule. To narrow 
the scope of the project and demonstrate the effect of 
specificity on the application of these theories, the following 
chapters will focus on the Humber River. (fig.6) This is a 
site of historically rich cultural, ecological, political and 
economic disparity that to this day marks the geographic 
western border of the largest city in Canada: Toronto.15

14 Richard J.F. Day, Gramsci is Dead: Anarchist Currents in the Newest Social Movements, (London: Pluto Press, 2005), 3.
15 Ron Brown, From Queenston to Kingston: The Hidden Heritage of Lake Ontario’s Shoreline, (Toronto: Natural Heritage Books. 2010),  
 93.
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The Humber River has been a significant part of the landscape 
within the City of Toronto before the city ever reached its 
shores. Today, the city is flanked by the Humber to the west 
and the Don to the east

(fig.6)



CHAPTER II
The flow of the river
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A SHORT HISTORY OF THE HUMBER

Approximately 18,000 years ago, the glaciers from the 
Late Wisconsin Glacial episode began to recede, 
leaving behind deposits of sand and gravel that 

buried past waterways such as the Laurentian and Huronian 
rivers. As the glaciers melted, the flowing water would 
empty into the existing basins that formed the Great Lakes, 
forming new rivers and ponds, including the robust network 
of the Humber River watershed and accompanying wetlands.

Archeological findings and oral history show that 
following the glacial retreat, the Humber River saw 12,000 
years of human activity along its shores. After 3,000 years 
of cohabitation, the people of the region learned to 
live with the river, now following seasonal patterns and 
establishing settlements along the Humber. This included 
people from several First Nations, primarily the Wendat 
and the Neutrals, both Iroquoian peoples related to the 
Haudenosaunee south of the lake. At the start of the 17th 
century, another group, the Odawa people, migrated from 
the Mississagi River at Lake Huron over to Lake Simcoe 
and the Kawartha Lakes region. They then found their way 
along the Humber River south to Lake Ontario.16 (fig.7)

16 Doug Anderson and Alexandra Flynn. “Rethinking “duty”: The City of Toronto, a Stretch of the Humber River, And Indigenous- 
 municipal Relationships.” Alberta Law Review 58, no. 1 (2020): 122.
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Map showing the general regional distinction and distribution 
of the Odawa First Nation and the Mississauga First Nation by 

the turn of the 18th century.

(fig.7)
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Following a war with the 
Haudenosaunee First Nations, 
the group of Odawa people 
established themselves as 
the Mississaugas and settled 
along the Credit and the 
Humber River in the mid 1600s. 
Here they encountered French 
colonists and would engage in 
the fur trade with them for the 
next century. (fig.8) In 1756, 
the Seven Years’ War broke 
out and the French colonists 
recruited trained members of 
the Mississauga First Nation to 
take part in the conflict.17 The 
outcome of the French-English 
war was the displacement 
of Indigenous people from 
their land in order to advance 
the Crown’s militaristic and 
imperial campaign. (fig.9)

1763 marked the end of the war, the conditions of which 
led to the American Revolution.18 The Crown responded 
by fortifying the northern front by settling westward along 
Lake Ontario. In 1788, following a vague meeting at the 
Bay of Quinte, the Mississaugas of the Credit encountered 
British land surveyors at the Humber River. The dispute over 
the terms and legitimacy of the Crown’s claim to the land 
was called into question but was suppressed by military 
force.19 By 1793, the British army had occupied regions as 
far west as Thunder Bay and opportunistic colonists began 
laying the foundation for the town of Weston. (fig.10)

17 Thomas H. Raddall, The Path of Destiny, (New York: Doubleday and Co. Inc. 1957), 8.
18 Ibid. 10.
19 Donna Duric, “The Toronto Purchase Treaty No. 13 (1805).” Mississaugas of the New Credit First Nation. December 15, 2021.  
 http://mncfn.ca/torontopurchase/

One of the earliest 
maps documenting the 

region north of Lake 
Ontario, dated 1680 

and demonstrating the 
distribution of First Nation 

groups around the Great 
Lakes basins.

(fig.8)
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Map showing the land claims of major colonial powers 
in and around the Great Lakes region following the 

American Revolution, the Toronto Purchase of 1788, 
and the founding of the City of York. The dotted line 

represents the area shown in figure 11.

Map showing the land claims 
of major colonial powers in and 
around the Great Lakes region. 
The dotted line represents the 

area shown in figure 7.

(fig.10)

(fig.9)
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Map showing the territory claimed by post-1763 treaties 
around the City of Toronto still being used today as legal 
backing of the municipalities claim to the land.

(fig.11)
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The 1788 meeting and subsequent arrival of new colonists 
on the east bank of the river demonstrated the apathy of 
the colonists towards the lives of the Mississaugas. The 
occupation was going to happen whether an agreement 
was reached or not. When this became clear, the nation 
was forced into signing Treaty 13 that secured a small 
portion of land 100km south-west of the mouth of the 
river, later dubbed the New Credit First Nation Reserve. 
The document came into effect in 1805 and is used today 
to justify Canada’s occupation of the region.20 (Fig. 11)

The following century was dedicated to the expulsion 
of Indigenous people from the land defined in Treaty 13 as 
well as lands adjacent to them through a set of demands 
and amendments. One example of this was the surrender of 
reserve lands to either side of the Credit River along Dundas 
Street in 1819 for the purpose of supplying new settlers with 
2,200 acres of land.21 It is important to note that by this point, 
the entire population of the town of Etobicoke was 40, and 
that of York - a mere 800, all while Treaty 13 had laid claim to 
a massive 250,811 acres of land.22  At roughly 300 acres per 
capita, the claim of requiring more land for development was 
moot, but at this point in history the British Crown had begun 
shifting its relationship with the First Nations from that of 
potential military allies to one of dominance and assimilation.

By the mid-19th century, the government had begun 
adopting policies that would ensure the erasure of all pre-
colonial culture from Southern Ontario. Between 1840 and 
1860, government representatives of the Indian Department 
began to threaten  Indigenous people with “utter extinction” 
for resisting the adoption of colonial customs and habits. 
Upon assimilation, the individual would lose all land rights 
and would be forced to enter into either standard freehold 
tenure or to convert their existing holdings into the same.23

20 Duric, “The Toronto Purchase,” 2021.
21 David Moorman, “Roads and Rights: Public Roads and Indian Land in Nineteenth-century Southern Ontario.” Ontario History 92, no. 2  
 (2000): 65.
22 Markland Wood Homeowners Association, “History: A Brief History of Markland Wood,” Markland Wood Homeowners Association, April 29,  
 2022, https://www.marklandwood.org/markland-wood-history.
23 Moorman, “Roads and Rights,” 66.
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Following the  British North America Act of 1867, the 
newly-established Canadian government only expedited 
its pursuit for assimilation of First Nations into its colonial  
system through threats of violence and false promises:

24 Joanne Baker, Red Scare: The State’s Indigeous Terrorist, (Oakland: University of California Press, 2021), 90.
25 Edward S. Rogers and Donald B. Smith. Aboriginal Ontario: Historical Perspectives on the First Nations, (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 1994), 107.

“In 1876, Canada passed the Indian Act under Section 91 “In 1876, Canada passed the Indian Act under Section 91 
of the Constitution Act, which provided Canada exclusive of the Constitution Act, which provided Canada exclusive 
authority to govern ‘Indians and Lands Reserved for authority to govern ‘Indians and Lands Reserved for 
Indians’ within its territories. It promised to affirm Indians’ within its territories. It promised to affirm 
Indigenous rights as codified by the Royal Proclamation Indigenous rights as codified by the Royal Proclamation 
of 1763, principally in relationship to governance and of 1763, principally in relationship to governance and 
territorial integrity, while anticipating that Indians territorial integrity, while anticipating that Indians 
would be assimilated and integrated into Canada.”would be assimilated and integrated into Canada.”  2424

In 1916, an inquiry revealed that following the Royal 
Proclamation of 1763, the land between Lake Simcoe and the 
north shore of Lake Ontario remained unceded. This meant 
the land was not under the legal rule of the Crown as it was 
no longer “terra-nullius” post 1763, and since it was not 
formally ceded by any of the First Nations who lived on that 
land, it was not a part of the established Canadian state. The 
Williams Treaties, a set of three cessions intended to amend 
this status, were signed in 1923 and officially transferred 
the land to the Crown. Fair compensation for the purchase, 
however, would not be seen until a court settlement in 2010.25
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26 Baker, Red Scare, 41.
27 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Land as pedagogy: Nishnaabeg intelligence and rebellious transformation,” Decolonization: Indigeneity,  
 Education & Society 3 no.3 (2014): 19.

The purpose of outlining this history is to provide  
foundational context for the organizational structure of 
City-run initiatives around Toronto. 400 years of rigorous 
documentation shows us the evolution of relationships 
between Indigenous and settler populations from first 
contact into the 21st century. French colonial occupation saw 
First Nations as an opportunity for new markets and capital 
throughout the 1600s. The 1700s saw the change in the 
perception of Indigenous people from traders to militaristic 
rivals and necessary allies in imperial struggles for power. 
Following the war of 1812, the need for military personnel 
had dwindled and the perception of Indigenous people now 
changed to that of a hinderance and an obstacle to imperial 
expansion. The subsequent century of Indigenous resistence 
to this violence reuslted in the shift of perception of First 
Nation groups as a threat to the established colonial state.

Throughout this history its clear that the Canadian state 
never viewed First Nations as sovereign themselves, nor 
was their categorization a result of some inherent qualities 
or principles of each distinct group. Rather, the labels were 
meant to paint all Indigenous groups as a monolith, and 
for that monolith to at all times serve as a foil or a tool for 
European interests. French capital, military fodder, a hurdle 
to colonial expansion, or a socialist threat; at every turn the 
Canadian state seeks to either exploit or expell Indigenous 
populations.26 As Leanne Betasamosake Simpson writes: 
“Being engaged in land as pedagogy as a life practice 
inevitably means coming face-to-face with settler colonial 
authority, surveillance and violence because, in practice, it 
places Indigenous bodies between settlers and their money”27

It is important to keep this context in mind when pursuing 
any cultural development projects involving the City. Whenever 
possible, the project must seek bottom-up planning and 
design solutions as opposed to an imposed municipal heiarchy.
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CIVIC DUTY

The violence of the displacement of Indigenous peoples is 
tied to the geography of this land. It can be argued that 
every time a building is erected in Toronto, it is erected 

in spite of the Mississaugas of the New Credit First Nation. 
It follows that a project seeking to rekindle the connection 
between people and land must address this violence, not 
only by seeking approval for its development, but must 
actively serve the decolonization efforts of that Nation.

The question raised here is that of civic duty. As a colonial 
governing body, can the City of Toronto be expected to look 
out for the well being of the general public, that is, people 
who do not contribute large sums of money to its colonial 
affairs. When the attitude towards ecology is to treat land 
as a source of capital, when private interests are prioritized 
over the benefit of the public, and when civic identity is 
reliant on the exclusion of an “other”, what becomes the 
role of the city? As long as the development of public land 
relies on the top-down administration of the City of Toronto, 
the design of public places will address the broader aims of 
the city before they address the specific complexities of the 
communities and individuals within it. Doug Anderson and 
Alexandra Flynn acknowledge the reality of the contemporary 
municipality as a dynamic social system with a colonial 
architecture in their article from 2020 “Rethinking Duty”:
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28 Anderson and Flynn, “Rethinking duty,” 107.
29 Ibid. 114.
30 City of Toronto, Journey Together Needs Assessment: Expanding Indigenous-led Early Years Programs in Toronto, (Toronto: City of  
 Toronto, 2017), https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/978b-CS-Indigenous_needs.pdf. 
31 Muskrat Magazine, “Indigenous Garden Removed from Humber River Banks by City of Toronto Workers,” Muskrat Magazine, June 12,  
 2019, http://muskratmagazine.com/indigenous-garden-removed-from-humber-river-banks-by-city-of-toronto-workers/. 

The City of Toronto’s urban area is home to 5.4 
million people dispersed over 1,793 square kilometres 
of land. Over 70,000 of these people are Indigenous, 
the largest Indigenous population of any city in Canada, 
and while many will seek out ways of practicing their 
cultural traditions through urban Indigenous agencies, 
oftentimes this is only possible outside of or even in 
contrast to Canadian legal frameworks and city by-laws.29

On Thursday, June 6th,  2019, the City of Toronto hired 
contractors to tear out the roots of plants from the Three 
Sisters Garden, a local community project organized with the 
help of Ojibiikaan’s 2-Spirit Families Circle at Etienne Brulé 
Park on the banks of the Humber River. This act of violence 
by the City of Toronto was carried out shortly after John 
Tory’s commitment to families and children who want “more 
opportunities to get out on the land to grow food, to perform 
ceremonies, and to learn about Indigenous culture and history 
through land-based programs.”30 Ojibiikaan is an organization 
partnered with the city’s EarlyON childhood education 
program and the Journey Together Funding initiative.31

“[While] modern municipalities do make attempts “[While] modern municipalities do make attempts 
to address Indigenous-specific needs in these areas, to address Indigenous-specific needs in these areas, 
Indigenous-municipal relationships have implications Indigenous-municipal relationships have implications 
that far exceed the technocratic and siloed ways in that far exceed the technocratic and siloed ways in 
which Canadian systems generally approach these which Canadian systems generally approach these 
broad areas of concern — implications not only with broad areas of concern — implications not only with 
regard to Indigenous people, but all people.” regard to Indigenous people, but all people.” 2828
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Section of a map from 1851 showing the layout of the Town of York and the regions it would later amalgamate 
under the City of Toronto. Note the sparsely developed land between the original centre of York and the towns 
around the Humber River as well as the abundance of oak savannah and wetland territory.

(fig.12)
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HINDSIGHT, FORESIGHT, AND SURVEILLANCE

The town of Weston along with other regions on the 
east side of the Humber like Lambton, Baby Point, 
and Swansea, have a codependent relationship with 

the city of Toronto. As the plan for the city of York was 
being drafted, parts of the east shore of the river were 
already being scouted for industrial development to service 
productive demands of the city 10 km from the downtown 
core when the town itself was no larger than 5 km wide. 
(fig.12) Following the construction of the King’s Mill 
sawmill in 1793, the shipyard at Old Mill in 1796, and 
a slew of flour mills and sawmills north of Dundas, 
along with the development of communities around 
these industries, the Humber River became primarily 
a tool for the support of the capital core rather than 
a means of providing for the local population.32

In return, the city has done little to maintain the health of 
the river, seeking instead to “tame” it by draining the wetlands 
for private development, rerouting streams to improve the 
efficiency of the roads and railways, and constructing dams 
for the purposes of manufacturing. (fig.13) The arrogance 
of these actions was not unnoticed and at the start of the 
20th century, land surveyors voiced concerns around the 
possibility of disaster in case of a flood due to how rigidly 
the river had been manipulated.33 No preventative action 
was taken until things came to a head on October 15, 1954.

32 Brown, From Queenstown to Kingston, 93.
33 Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, Humber River watershed plan : pathways to a healthy Humber, (Downsview: Metropolitan  
 TRCA, 2008), 13.
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Hurricane Hazel, a tropical storm in the Atlantic that 
formed around Grenada 10 days prior, had travelled north 
and brought torrential rainfall upwards of 200 mm to the City 
of Toronto.34 With the inability of the soil to retain that much 
moisture, it all emptied into the city’s waterways, causing 
mass flooding in the Holland Marsh, Etobicoke Creek, and 
the Humber River. Due to a lack of flood mitigation systems 
coupled with the close proximity of settlements along the 
Humber River, 81 people died and countless homes were 
either wiped out or sustained heavy damage.35 (fig.14) 
Over the next couple of decades, several large dams were 
erected along the river as means of flood prevention, 
however, these further attempts to tame the river have 
been met with criticism from contemporary urban planners, 
activists, and ecologists alike.36 Part of this sentiment is 
expressed through the poem Toronto Rivers by Lee Maracle:

Colonial architecture along the Humber River fails to 
acknowledge the delicacy of the ecologies it enables. By 
driving a wedge between nature and man, the people 
that now live in the communities, for which the river is the 
lifeblood , are severed from their experience of it. Dr. Sara 
Diamond, the President Emerita at OCAD University and 
data visualization researcher, offers an alternative to this fate. 

34 TRCA, Humber River watershed plan, 14.
35 Jim Gifford, Hurricane Hazel : Canada’s storm of the century, (Toronto: Dundurn Group, 2004), 27.
36 Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, Humber River watershed fisheries management plan: draft. Prepared in support of legacy:  
 a strategy for a healthy Humber, (Toronto: TRCA, 1998), 6.62.
37 Lee Maracle, Talking to the Diaspora, (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 2015), 47.
38 Sara Diamond, Weathering: Moving in on Many Fronts, (Toronto: Toronto Metropolitan University, 2009), 39.

“Toronto rivers babbled; catapulted over cliffs; tossed “Toronto rivers babbled; catapulted over cliffs; tossed 
themselves down hills; dragging dirt, pebble and themselves down hills; dragging dirt, pebble and 
stone; carving a space; clearing a channel; getting stone; carving a space; clearing a channel; getting 
ready for another fish run; Now the lonely waters ready for another fish run; Now the lonely waters 
mumble; barely audible from inside culverts; free me, mumble; barely audible from inside culverts; free me, 
free me, free me… How much progress is in that?” free me, free me… How much progress is in that?” 3737

“By designing with, rather than avoiding, elements “By designing with, rather than avoiding, elements 
of weather such as snow, rain, light, and wind, I of weather such as snow, rain, light, and wind, I 
believe that we can create an architectural practice believe that we can create an architectural practice 
that is responsive and responsible. This approach can that is responsive and responsible. This approach can 
enhance our multi-sensory experiences and make enhance our multi-sensory experiences and make 
us more aware of weather as a contributing factor to us more aware of weather as a contributing factor to 
city life, rather than something to work against.” city life, rather than something to work against.” 3838
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A documentation 
of all the 

barriers and 
crossings along 

the Humber 
River within the 
confines of the 

City of Toronto.

(fig.13)

BARRIERS
(Berms, shallows, small and large dams)

CROSSINGS
(Bridges, culverts, abudments)
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The remains of Raymore Bridge, now serving as a monument 
in memory of the lives lost to Hurricane Hazel and a reminder 
of the sheer force of the Humber River.

(fig.14)



CHAPTER III
Site as landscape
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ECOLOGICAL CONTEXTS

This chapter aims to provide an objective overview 
of the ecological conditions of the Humber River, 
highlighting the significance of the Humber River as an 

actor in the health of the larger water systems and wildlife.

The Humber is the largest watershed in the Toronto 
region. Covering 908 square kilometres it spans four regional 
municipalities and ten local municipalities.39 The Humber 
River is connected to its surrounding networks of rivers 
including Etobicoke Creek, Mimico Creek, and the Credit 
River to the west, the Don River and the Rouge River to 
the east, and the Nottawasaga River and the Holland RIver 
to the north, where it connects to Lake Huron through the 
Georgian Bay and Lake Simcoe respectively. The mouth of 
the Humber empties into Lake Ontario after a total 350 meter 
elevation drop over the course of the water’s journey.40 (fig.15)

39 Brown, From Queenstown to Kingston, 93.
40 Ibid. 15.
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The river is cupped by a robust and diverse system of 
ravines, featuring steep cliff sides, spans of several hundred 
meters, portions where the water depth reaches multiple 
storeys below the shoreline. In other places the river is 
shallow and flat, the ravine edges consisting of a slight incline 
2 to 3 meters high, some areas only spanning the breadth 
of the river with no ravine ridge in sight. (fig.16)(fig.17)(fig.18) 
The river features a near-continuous trail network that traces 
the greenspace around it from the shore of Lake Ontario all 
the way north to Woodbridge. There is tree cover along the 
trail aside from the handful of regions where the trail veers off 
onto a city street or opens onto an artificial clearing. (fig.19) 
The significance of this, is that the surface of the water on 
the river is one of the few places in Toronto where rain falls 
directly back into the waterways without first accumulating 
debris along the way. Nearly all of the surface area south of 
Steeles is urban space with the majority of the land paved or 
occupied by buildings. (fig.20) Worse still, most of the larger 
designated green space within the city of Toronto is reserved 
on private land for golfing, meaning those swaths of green 
space are actually contributing to the pollution of the river 
through the use of pesticides to maintain a manicured lawn.
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Topographic view of the Lower 
Humber within the City of Toronto. 
The map demonstrates the path of 

the Humber as it relates to the ravine 
system that encapsulates it while 

showing profiles of the ravine system 
at major intersections and points of 

interest along the river’s path.

(fig.15)

LAKE ONTARIO
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Map of the 
Humber River 
ravine system, 
demonstrating 
the path of the 
substreams that 
stem from its 
main branch.

(fig.16)

LAKE ONTARIO



033

(top) A shallow and narrow area of the river near the 
Eglinton Flats Golf Course.

(bottom) A broad and deep area of the Humber River 
ravine near Dundas Street West, just a few hundred 
metres south of the region shown in figure 17.

(fig.17) (fig.18)
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Map of the green 
space that is left 
of the Humber 
River forests, 
valleys and 
wetlands. This 
map includes golf 
courses but does 
not include lawns 
and gardens of 
private lots.

(fig.19)

LAKE ONTARIO



035

Map of the 
land cover 

surrounding the 
Humber River. 

This includes 
buildings, paved 
surfaces and tree 

cover.

(fig.20)

LAKE ONTARIO
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The neighbourhoods 
affected and largely moulded 
by these conditions are part 
of two municipal jurisdictions, 
split between the York and the 
Etobicoke region. To the west, 
in order from the lakeshore 
to the northern city boundary 
are Mimico, Stonegate-
Queensway, Kingsway South, 
Edenbridge-Humber Valley, 
Humber Heights-Westmount, 
Kingsview Village - The

Westway, Elms-Old Rexdale, Thistletown-Beaumond Heights, 
and Mount Olive-Silverstone-Jamestown. While the majority 
of these communities have existed for over a century, a 
significant portion of the neighbourhoods that exist on the 
west bank of the river as they are today were built up in the last 
quarter of the 20th century if not the last 20 years. (fig.21) In 
contrast, the east bank neighbourhoods in the same order are 
much older: South Parkdale, High Park-Swansea, Lambton-
Baby Point, Rockcliffe-Smythe, Mount Dennis, Weston, 
Pelmo Park-Humberlea, Humbermede, and Humber Summit. 
Many of these neighbourhoods are historic communities 
with designated heritage buildings, most notably the 
old mills that have either been preserved or repurposed 
as points of interest and cultural touchstones. (fig.22)

A plaque 
designating 
one of the first 
residential 
developments 
in the region 
that were at no 
point a part of 
Weston. The 
commemorative 
stone is dated 
November 13, 
1961.

(fig.21)



037

maintenance of the balanced 
ecosystem of the riverbed, 
in turn affecting the broader 
ecology of the region and 
the stability of the river banks 
we are seeking to reinforce.

As a consequence of the historical use of the Humber 
for industrial processes, the river is subdivided by many 
artificial dams and barriers. As mentioned in chapter 2, while 
the purpose of some of the newer ones is to mitigate the 
damage caused by potential floods, most are remnants of 
old facilities, man-made attempts to reroute the river, and 
rubble from collapsed infrastructure. While many are deemed 
historically significant, these barriers pose a risk for native 
fish species traversing the river for mating and spawning 
rituals.41 Man-made obstructions disrupt the millenia-old 
patterns of migration ingrained in the local fish populations 
and as a result cause severe damage to the health of the 
Humber River, as stable fish populations are crucial to the

41 TRCA, Humber River watershed fisheries management plan, 6.24.

The Lambton House is the last remaining 
in situ construction from the 19th 

century milling buildings on the Humber. 
Originally a stagecoach inn and tavern 

at Old Dundas, and after thorough 
restoration efforts is able to continue to 

host events within its walls to this day.

(fig.22)
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The most vulnerable species of fish and fauna feel the 
disruption the most.  Many animals today rely on the river 
and the ravine system as a network for navigation and travel. 
Otters, foxes, salmon, sparrows, all rely on the path of the 
river to orient themselves in the world. Both North American 
river otters and atlantic salmon were at one point completely 
extinct from the Humber River watershed, due to poor 
water conditions, excessive damming, and irresponsible 
hunting practices. They were reintroduced as recently as 
2012 thanks to conservation efforts by the TRCA and local 
indigenous activist groups.42 The river otter in particular 
plays a crucial role in the Anishnaabe creation story as the 
only one to have been able to retrieve a piece of soil from 
beneath the water to provide Skywoman with some place 
to plant the seeds she brought down with her.43 To bring 
attention to the loss of the river otter in the Humber River, 
Philip Cote, a member of the Moose Deer Point First Nation, 
in collaboration with artists Emmanual Jarus and Kwest, 
painted a mural at the Old Mill Subway Station bridge 
depicting the creation story and showing the moment 
the otter sacrificed it’s life to retireve the mud. (fig.23)

The lower branch of the Humber River intersects with 
a bioregion known as the Carolinian Life Zone. The area 
stretches across most of the eastern United States, it follows 
the path of the decisuous forest region, the northernmost 
tip of which grazes Toronto. This bioregion is known for its 
particularily vulnerable and rare species, boasting one third 
of the rare, threatened and endangered species in Canada. 
Close to 400 bird species have been recorded in the area, all 
of them reliant on the prosperity of the Carolinian forests.44  

42 Bailey Classen-Schneider, “Wading Through Time: The Humber River’s Natural Geographies,” Canvas, November 26, 2021,  
 https://www.canva.com/design/DAEgGWrikKQ/FtTOtpbspSvt8kUGAQrtjw/view?website#4:a-mindless-assault-on-nature. 
43 Mary Wiens, “Old Mill bridge transformed into canvas for Indigenous art,” CBC News, July 20, 2017, https://www.cbc.ca/news/ 
 canada/toronto/programs/metromorning/old-mill-bridge-transformed-into-canvas-for-indigenous-art-1.4213284. 
44 Toronto Hiking, “What is a Carolinian Life Zone?” Toronto Hiking, September 30, 2020, https://www.torontohiking.com/what-is-a- 
 carolinian-life-zone.html. 
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45 Classen-Schneider, “Wading Through Time.”
46 Kathleen Keefe, “High Park’s Rare Black Oak Savannah,” High Park Nature, May 8, 2021, https://highparknature.org/article/high-parks-rare-black- 
 oak-savannah/. 
47 Conservation Ontario, “Healthy by Nature: Wetlands,” Healthy Hikes, September 24, 2020, https://healthyhikes.ca/hikes-health/wetlands/. 
48 CBC News, “Humber River flood waters force 200 people from their homes in Bolton,” CBC News, March 16, 2019, https://www.cbc.ca/news/ 
 canada/toronto/flooding-bolton-humber-ice-jams-1.5059413. 
49 Toronto and Region COnservation Authority, Humber River Watershed: Report Card 2013, (Toronto: TRCA, 2013), 1. 

The second critical zone on the Humber are the 
remaining patches of black oak savannas. Due to the 
sparse tree growth of these regions, settlers selected them 
as farmland as they were easier to clear.45 The settlers also 
noticed that the native plants in the region rarely grew 
back as the ecosystem relied on wildfires to stimulate 
the seeds of the black oaks and tall grass. Following two 
centuries of clear cutting and fire suppression, only 0.5% 
of savanna ecosystems remain in tact in the 21st century.46

The third critical zone along the Lower Humber River are 
the wetlands that line its shores and permeate the High Park 
region. The wetlands, like the previous two bioregions, are 
all but gone, with over 90% of all historical wetlands across 
Toronto having been drained or otherwise destroyed.47 These 
wetlands, however, are responsible for flood mitigation along 
the Humber, since the wetland soil along with its native plants, 
such as the black willow, is able to absorb excess water to 
exceptional capacity. The destruction of these wetlands was 
what led to the scale of destruction brought on my Hurricane 
Hazel in 1954 and what continues to cause excessive flooding 
across all regions, despite or as some might say because of 
the dams, from Bolton to Toronto.48 A degradation of these 
ecosystems means worsening conditions for human and non- 

River Otter mural 
at the bridge 

by the Old Mill 
Subway Station.

(fig.23)

human dwellers along this stretch of 
land. The very same stormwater that 
causes the Humber to flood, unable to 
be absorbed and filtered by the soil due 
to the abundance of non-permeable 
surfaces in Toronto means that the 
water remains untreated, carrying with it 
debris and pollutants into the river and 
emptying into Lake Ontario, leading 
to further ecological degradation and 
declining living conditions for everyone.49
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WATERSHED PLAN

In 1986, the Ontario Ministry of the Environment published 
a water quality management plan in two volumes that 
outlined basic principles of the Toronto Area Watershed 

Management strategy. This plan tested water from the 
Humber River for chemical concentrations and oxygen levels 
at 7 sampling stations and was limited in its scope as it drew no 
conclusions on the broader implications of present and future 
human and wildlife activity along the river.50 8 years later, the 
Humber Watershed Task Force was established to develop 
an ecosystem-based sustainability plan for the Humber. The 
group consisted of community members, environmental 
professionals, and city officials overseen by the Toronto and 
Region Conservation Authority (TRCA), a group that acts on 
the behalf of the municipality but is otherwise an independent 
organization under the Conservation Authorities Act of 1990.51 

This task force published their report in 1997 titled 
“Legacy”, which has served as the legislative backbone 
of sustainable development on and around the Humber 
River to this day.52 The publication led to the establishment 
of the Humber Watershed Alliance that same year, and 
in 1999 the river was designated a Canadian Heritage 
Site, highlighting the significance of the Humber as the 
traditional homeland of several First Nations in an official 
document for the first time since the signing of the treaties.53

50 Ontario Ministry of the Environment, Humber River water quality management plan, (Toronto: Ontario Ministry of the Environment,  
 1986), 2.
51 R.S.O. 1990, c. C.27.
52 Humber Watershed Task Force, Legacy : a strategy for a healthy Humber, (Toronto: Humber Watershed Task Force, 1997). 
53 Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, Humber River watershed plan : pathways to a healthy Humber, (Downsview: Metropolitan  
 TRCA, 2008), iii.
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“Legacy” established 30 objectives for a healthy, 
sustainable, and prosperous watershed and examined 9 
potential future scenarios. It was followed by two report 
cards in the years 2000 and 2007, tracking the progress 
of these objectives, as well as a 2008 document revisiting 
the report a decade later to reaffirm TRCA’s vision of The 
Living City model.54 The new report set out 24 updated 
objectives grouped under three headings: Environment, 
Society, and Economy. These objectives, while optimistic, 
highlighted several critical factors relating to the wellbeing 
of the river, its wildlife, and the surrounding communities.55

The report came with supporting documents, examining 
factors like the surface water quality and the status of fish 
species in the river. The Humber River Watershed Fisheries 
Management Plan highlighted 5 key issues in the Lower 
Humber Region that encompasses the part of the Humber 
within the City of Toronto. These issues include barrier 
mitigation, water quality improvement, flow attenuation, 
instream habitat creation, and riparian plantings.56

54 Ibid. 9.
55 Ibid. 10-13.
56 TRCA, Humber River watershed fisheries management planHumber River watershed fisheries management plan, (Toronto: TRCA, 1998), 1.18.
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Seeing these same recommendations echoed in the 
2008 report is concerning, as a smaller but similar report 
was published in 1990 titled “The Humber River and 
Watershed Restoration Project”. This document had the 
backing of two townships, members of the Humber Valley 
community, the Ministry of Natural Resources, the TRCA 
and was orchestrated by Trees for Today and Tomorrow, a 
prominent environmental activist group. Despite significant 
restorative efforts and clear improvement in select critical 
regions, the same problems persist to this day.57 As the 
2008 report notes, fish habitat quality continues to decline 
along with public awareness surrounding the health of 
the Humber. Of the 4 water sampling stations in the Lower 
Humber Region, two reported “fair” and two reported 
“poor” results when testing for general health of the broader 
stream ecosystem.58 Another sampling in 2001 showed two 
more stations showing “fair” results, but no improvement in 
water quality had been documented south of Woodbridge.59

57 TRCA, Humber River watershed plan, 33.
58 TRCA, Humber River watershed fisheries management plan, 2.15.
59 J. Clayton, Hayes K., Heaton, M. G., and Lawrie, D., Humber River Fisheries Management Plan, (Toronto: Ontario Ministry of Natural  
 Resources and the Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, 2004), 84.
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THE FOUR NEIGHBOURHOODS

The purpose of the chapter is to orient the project 
within the social sphere of the city and to establish a 
set of specific user profiles. By narrowing down the 

communities and the contexts in which they emerge to a local 
scale, the project has the benefit of addressing the needs of 
individuals within a given region rather than defaulting to 
the existing approaches already implemented by the city. 

The four neighbourhoods of Weston, Mt. Dennis, Humber 
Valley Village, and Humber Heights contain a mix of apartment 
complexes, single family houses, and multiplex housing. The 
population in the region is equally diverse, composed largely 
of immigrants of various generations, cultural backgrounds, 
and ages. Amid the differences emerge patterns of social 
circumstance. All four neighbourhoods exhibit high rates 
of elderly residents living alone, an aging population, long 
commutes and particularly high rates of single-parent 
households.60 The two sides of the river however see a 
stark socialised and racialised line drawn between them.

60 City of Toronto, “Neighbourhood Profiles,” June 24, 2021.
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In the book “A Billion Black Anthropocenes or 
None”, Kathryn Yusoff identifies race as a foundational 
principle of colonization, the process of “othering” and 
the development of global space. This is achieved under 
capitalism through black slavery and the commodification of 
black labour power. Yusoff considers these acts of violence 
as geologic events that are forced on a physical space.61 
The truth of this is exemplified by the prevalence of the 
commodification of black labour power historically and 
currently, as in the duality of the east and west side of the 
Humber. The river as a fringe condition for the city of York 
and Etobicoke has moulded the purpose of the two sides in 
the eyes of the city for industrial and residential prospecting.

The older, more industrial neighbourhood of Weston has 
remained so, and with the need for physical labour to operate 
it, the owners turned to using the labour power of immigrants, 
particularly black immigrants. Meanwhile, the white owners 
relocated their residences away from industry to the west 
side of the river where they could enjoy larger plot sizes, 
easy access to parks further out west, and familiar company.62 

These are the material conditions of the site to this 
day. The west side of the river is home to 1.9 to 2.5 times 
fewer people identified as a visible minority than the city 
average while the two neighbourhoods to the east have 
1.2 to 1.3 times more people identified as visible minorities 
than the city average.63 This history also expresses itself 
in the distribution of wealth across the 4 regions. The two 
neighbourhoods to the west make, on average, upwards 
of 3 and a half times more in household income than the 
households on the east bank. The population density 
of the west is also more than two times lower than on the 
east side, which can be accounted for by the significant 
presence of industrial plants in Weston and Mount Dennis.64

61 Kathryn Yusoff, A Billion Black Anthropocenes or None, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018), 37.
62 Brown, From Queenstown to Kingston, 88.
63 City of Toronto, “Neighbourhood Profiles,” June 24, 2021.
64 Ibid.
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(top) More benches around a paved plaza looking out at 
a street.

(bottom) Part of the privatization of the Humber River 
riverbank means the imposition of unfreedoms on an 
otherwise public place.

(fig.24) (fig.25)
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Much like its administrative network, in many ways, the river 
currently serves as a divide between the neighbourhoods; in 
other ways, the river is a shared experience that unites them. 
Despite the differences, these conditions were borne out of 
the same shared history. The ways North York and Etobicoke 
address the public spaces along the two sides of the river 
reflect and contribute to the social and civic conditions of 
these neighbourhoods. Although the four neighbourhoods 
offer many public amenities for the residences, very few 
amenities provide social engagement, as most only exist 
to serve a physical function. (fig.24) Even fewer provide 
opportunities for the specific residents of the area. When 
walking through the neighbourhoods, there are instances of 
benches facing major arterial roads, benches facing historical 
monuments, empty paved plazas, and other unprogrammed 
spaces. Many others have restricted access, either physically 
gated off or punctuated by “No Trespassing” signage. 
(fig.25) For the ageing demographic in the region, social 
engagement and community building is crucial to sustaining 
happiness and maintaining cognitive function.65 Almost 
anyone can use and benefit from a neutral object like a bench, 
but an architecture tailored to the needs of the single parent 
or the lone senior allows the user to feel welcome and seen.

The intersection of the four neighbourhoods was the 
meeting place for the Naadmaagit Ki Group until their 
dissolution in 2019. The NKG, “Helpers of the Earth”, was 
an Indigenous-led organization focused on ecological 
restoration through Indigenous principles, knowledge, and 
practices. Their efforts included the removal of invasive 
plant species, tree planting, placenta teachings and other 
land-based workshops.66 The earliest mention of the group’s 
activities are from August 13, 2013, implying six years of 
activity on the river.  In 2014, NKG built a teaching lodge on the 
eastern shore of the Humber, just off of Emett Drive. (fig.26)  

65 Dominique Hauderowicz, et al., Age Inclusive Public Space, (Berlin: Hatje Cantz, 2020), 129.
66 Naadmaagit Ki - Helpers of the Earth, “Saturday Aug 24!” Facebook, August 22, 2019, https://www.facebook.com/naadmaagitki 
 group/
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The significance of NKG’s activity, outside of the obvious 
impact of the group on the ecology and cultural prosperity of 
the site, is as a precedent for the specific form of belonging 
Kimmerer described in Braiding Sweetgrass. “To become 
native to this place, if we are to survive here, and our 
neighbours too, our work is to learn to speak the grammar 
of animacy, so that we might truly be at home.”67 The group 
offers an opportunity for local residents to gather and learn 
from the land in a group setting, guided by knowledgeable 
community organizers, to understand the complexity of the 
landscape they have seen every day but never experienced 
as a place through actively becoming a part of it. This need 
for active participation in ceremony for transformation to take 
place is also highlighted by Kimmerer: “The responsibility 
does not lie with the maples alone. The other half belongs 
to us; we participate in its transformation. It is our work and 
our gratitude that distills the sweetness.”68 There are other 
organizations like Naadmaagit Ki Group within Toronto, 
many operating on the Humber River alone. The key to 
their resilience is not just the great foundational principles, 
connection, or dedication to their work. Indigenous activist 
groups along the Humber have persisted thanks to the 
robust support network they have established among 
different communities. The necessity of this network is 
echoed by Simpson in Land as pedagogy and by Richard 
Day in Gramsci is Dead. Simpson writes about learning 
how to resist the imposition of colonial authority and the 
insistence of continued beng on the land in spite of it.69 
Day is precise in undermining the neoliberal project as 
the engine of colonialism through connectivity. He writes:

67 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 56.
68 Ibid. 67.
69 Simpson, “Land as pedagogy,” 19.
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Any new project that seeks to assemble, educate, 
and engage a community at a local scale must heed 
by this principle of finding support from the existing 
network of community organizations. While there is 
strength in numbers, more importantly, there is resilience. 

70 Day, Gramsci is Dead, 179.

“In addition to theorizing about a non-identical identity “In addition to theorizing about a non-identical identity 
that is assumed to already exist, at least in potentia, it that is assumed to already exist, at least in potentia, it 
is necessary to find more ways to link actually existing is necessary to find more ways to link actually existing 
groups through a shared commitment to groundless groups through a shared commitment to groundless 
solidarity driven by infinite responsibility. To the extent solidarity driven by infinite responsibility. To the extent 
that this commitment drives concrete action, to the that this commitment drives concrete action, to the 
extent that it brings about changes in daily practices, extent that it brings about changes in daily practices, 
obstacles based on traditional divisions can be obstacles based on traditional divisions can be 
overcome. This is, of course, an endless process, but is overcome. This is, of course, an endless process, but is 
essential to creating and maintaining the affinity-based essential to creating and maintaining the affinity-based 
relationships that compose the coming communities.” relationships that compose the coming communities.” 7070

Teaching lodge 
erected by 

Naadmaagit Ki 
Group on the bank 

of the Humber River 
in 2014 using locally 
harvested saplings.

(fig.26)
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TORONTO STRONG NEIGHBOURHOOD STRATEGY

The most recent Master Plan for the City of Toronto for 
the 2019 to 2038 term has two supporting documents 
of key interest for this project: The Parks and Recreation 

Facilities Master Plan and the Toronto Strong Neighbourhood 
Strategy. The former has a section on page 25 that outlines 
the city’s plan to build new facilities in 14 neighbourhoods. 
It also lists two neighbourhoods that don’t currently have 
a planned development but that have been identified as 
having inadequate access to said facilities. (fig.27) One of 
these neighbourhoods happens to be Central Etobicoke, 
the site of the proposed project.71 This distinction talks 
specifically about a lack of or limited access to community 
recreation centres, however the prime locations for a 
central hub that would meet the needs of the city and, 
crucially, the needs of the residents is occupied by existing 
institutions such as hospitals, schools, and bus terminals. 
The section does refer to other “city-operated programs” 
that can supplement CRCs, potentially opening the door for 
negotiation of smaller, more tailored facilities in place of a 
typical city-run community centre as seen throughout Ontario.

71 City of Toronto, “Parks and Recreation Facilities Master Plan 2019 - 2038: Appendix A,” (Toronto: City of Toronto, 2017), 25.
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Outline of the 
neighbourhoods 
designated for a 
new community 

recreation centre 
or similar facility.

(fig.27)
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The second document includes an action plan of 
248 development strategies titled “Actions for Strong 
Neighbourhoods”, as well as a list of 31 Neighbourhood 
Improvement Areas, that is, neighbourhoods that haven’t 
seen the benefits from these actions extended to them. 
Weston and Mount Dennis are on that list. (fig.28) Similar 
to the approach by the TRCA, the list of actions is grouped 
into 5 subheadings: Economic opportunities, Healthy lives, 
Participation in civic decision-making, Social development, 
and Physical surroundings.72 While the majority of these 
action points rely on heavy involvement and top-down 
administration from the municipal government, going through 
the list shows several instances where that approach seems 
to be subverted through actions that empower community 
members rather thandirect them. For instance, item 76 calls 
for the promotion of peer leadership and youth engagement, 
or item 204 that calls for the support of community leaders and 
animators to implement community development initiatives.

A lot of the items focus on the expansion of existing social 
programs and services such as providing more funding to 
TTC and the promotion of Active Living programs. While 
this list wouldn’t function well as an instruction manual for 
a user and region-sensitive neighbourhood development 
plan, this document provides great insight into where the 
City of Toronto stands today with how much soft power 
they are willing to defer to community-led organizations. 
For the sake of meeting the city on their terms, having this 
as a written document carries great potential for meaningful 
change in our approach to the design of public places.

72 City of Toronto, “Toronto Strong Neighbourhoods Strategy 2020: TSNS 2020,” (Toronto: City of Toronto, 2020), 28-38.
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Complete list of 248 Actions 
for Strong Neighbourhoods 
outlined in the Master Plan. 
The highlighted points are 

of key interest to the project 
for their potential to see 

application through specific 
programs.

(fig.28)
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From the list of 248 strategies, 51 are relevant and useful 
within the scope of the proposed project. The strategies 
selected for this purpose are used primarily for idea 
generation, helping to provide a framework and a list of 
sample programs that could evolve from the developed set of 
amenities. As mentioned in chapter two, this project takes care 
to not rely too heavily on City-run initiatives and templates, 
seeking to find stability in mutual aid among existing 
initiatives and organizations in the region. This approach, in 
fact, falls under strategies 135, 157, 204, 246, and 248 of the 
TAFSN proposal.73 Even with the City of Toronto’s insistence 
on the empowerment of grassroots movements, public 
stewardship of the land, and regenerative efforts by people 
with the appropriate lived experiences, the City still largely 
operates through a duality in it’s promises and it’s actions. 
The state’s track record of honouring land sovereignty of 
First Nations and its distinction between public and unceded 
land is riddled with malicious intent. “The rather astonishing 
notion expressed by solicitors general Watson and Cockburn 
that exclusive Aboriginal fishing rights had to be “granted” 
by the crown presupposes that the public had fishing rights 
within unsurrendered lands. This supposition is directly 
contradicted by terms of the Royal Proclamation itself.”74 

73 City of Toronto, “Toronto Strong Neighbourhoods Strategy,” p.33-38.
74 Peggy Blair, “Taken for ‘Granted’: Aboriginal Title and Public Fishing Rights in Upper Canada,” Ontario History 92, no. 2 (2000): 50.
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NESTED SCALES

The analytical and theoretical information covered 
up to this point can be used for the development of 
community policy, the formation of environmental 

and cultural organizations, or for the development of 
a program curriculum. This project aims to provide 
communities with an opportunity to explore all three of 
these things as is deemed necessary. These ideas serve 
as the foundation for the design intervention meant to 
facilitate the development of these principles. In seeking 
to rekindle the connection between people, land, and 
each other, the architectural intervention must respond to 
several specific needs of the site, the individuals, and the 
communities forged out of these relationships. As a result, 
the solution must lie not in one designed architectural space, 
but an interconnected set of integrated landscape and 
urbanism strategies at different scales along the Humber 
River that respond to the different layers of the site. (fig.29)
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The site of the four neighbourhoods was selected for the 
sake of defining a specificity, and they are the determinant of 
the first and closest scale for the intervention. At this scale, 
the important components are the specific ecological and 
social conditions, a defined set of users, site layout, individual 
design amenities, and materiality. The neighbourhoods 
operate within and compose the municipal context, which is 
how this local intervention scale is the scope that composes 
the second level of scale. At the urban ecology scale, the 
project must identify the location of existing community 
organizations, points of interest, vulnerable ecological 
regions, vulnerable socio-economic regions, forms of 
infrastructure and the relationships between the smaller 
scale sites. In the case of this project, the Humber River is 
the seam that defines the East-West scope of this scale while 
the municipal boundary of Toronto defines its North-South 
scope. From there, political borders matter slightly less since 
the approval of the project relies largely on initiative from the 
local intervention and municipal scale. The broadest scale of 
the project is defined by the Great Lakes watershed system, 
given its ecological, historical, and social significance to the 
continent and the world at large as identified in chapters two 
and three. At this scale the significant factors are the historical 
use of the land, the connections of the lakes to each other and 
the communities they sustain, the bioregions they encompass 
and the health status of the aforementioned systems.

The concept of 
nested scales 
is founded in 
the theory on 

the rhizomatic 
formation and 

operation of  
communities.

(fig.29)
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Lake Superior Watershed

Gabeknaang-ziibi
(Humber River)

Toronto Carrying Place

Lake Michigan Watershed
Lake Huron Watershed
Lake Erie Watershed
Lake Ontario Watershed

The Great Lakes serve as 84% of North 
America’s fresh water and 21% of the 
world’s surface making them one of the 
largest fresh water reserves on the planet. 
The rivers, streams and other waterways that 
maintain the Great Lakes are equally 
important.

GREAT LAKES
WATERSHED SCALE

Contextualising the Humber River 
watershed within the larger network 
of waterways.

(fig.30)
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Lake Superior Watershed

Gabeknaang-ziibi
(Humber River)

Toronto Carrying Place

Lake Michigan Watershed
Lake Huron Watershed
Lake Erie Watershed
Lake Ontario Watershed

The Great Lakes serve as 84% of North 
America’s fresh water and 21% of the 
world’s surface making them one of the 
largest fresh water reserves on the planet. 
The rivers, streams and other waterways that 
maintain the Great Lakes are equally 
important.

GREAT LAKES
WATERSHED SCALE
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The Great Lakes Scale 
proposal focuses on a 
conceptual future, where 
the waterways are open for 
portage, private property 
is eliminated off the shores 
of the rivers and streams, 
and people may travel and 
experience the watershed 
unimpeded by corporate 
or colonial interests. (fig.30) 
This conceptual future sees a 
return of the Toronto Carrying 
Place trail as a viable form of 
travel between Lake Ontario 
and Lake Simcoe. (fig.31) Its 
restoration, while partially 
symbolic, facilitates the return 
of land to Indigenous peoples 
that have historically acted 
as stewards of the Humber 
River watershed. This in effect 
follows the core principles set 
out in the earlier chapters of 
subverting the hierarchical 
administrative systems of 
the Canadian government 
with a community-first, 
bottom-up approach to 
land and water stewardship.

Map tracing the path 
of the Toronto Carrying 
Place and the orientation 
of Indigenous villages 
along said path.

(fig.31)
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The Urban Ecology Scale proposal nests into the Great 
Lakes Scale as an intervention at the sociopolitical level. 
(fig.32)  At this scale the proposal identifies Lambton Park 
and South Humber Park as the two critical zones where 
the Black Oak Savanna bioregions are still preserved and 
require proper protective and supportive action from the 
surrounding communities. The map identifies the location 
of several points of interest including private, public, and 
state-run initiatives along the Humber River. It is important 
to identify the limitations of projects such as the Humber 
College Arboretum and Ecology Centre, facilities that are 
meant for observation but are open to participation solely 
to individuals affiliated with the institution. The Research 
Centre is also limited in its access to public participation. 
As a provincial institution, it mostly focuses on efforts 
more suited to the Great Lakes Scale rather than any 
municipal or local developments, and the local initiatives 
that are presented see little input from the locals. The 
location of the centre is indicative of this separation. (fig.33)
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On the right-hand side, the map makes note of 
ecologically and historically restorative community-
run initiatives along the Humber. These include the 
Naadmaagit Ki Group, the Mashkikiiaki’ing Garden, on-site 
documentation of the Teiaiagon village, the Roncesvalles 
Peace Garden, and the Etienne Brulé Park Resistering 
Garden. Taking into consideration that the NKG has been 
inactive since 2019 and the aforementioned disruption 
of the Resistering Garden that same year, it becomes 
clear that a significant stretch of the river sees very 
little opportunity for public involvement in these group 
projects. With NKG on indefinite hiatus, there is practically 
no organized restorative activity north of Bloor Street.

Branch off the main footpath that leads to the Ontario Ministry of the 
Environment and Climate Change HQ and Research Centre.

(fig.33)
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Rough map of the region demonstrating the breadth of the community 
network.

(fig.34)

However, there are other organizations invested in the 
historical and ecological celebration of the Humber River 
not shown on the map. Groups such as the Etobicoke 
Historical Society, the Weston Community Coalition, 
the Central Community Hub Initiative, the Black Creek 
Conservation Project, Humber Seniors Services among 
a slew of others. WIth the right support from members 
of these organizations, the city could see dozens of 
efforts similar to NKG operate across the stretch of the 
Humber River, so long as they have a place to meet and 
the appropriate resources to conduct their work. (fig.34)
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The Local Intervention Scale is the part of the project that 
hones in on the specific needs of each site. This project uses 
the example of the four neighbourhoods of Weston, Humber 
Heights, Mound Dennis and Humber Valley to illustrate what 
the process of an intervention at this scale would look like. 
(fig.35) Following a thorough documentation of the site and 
identification of its users and issues, the project can reflect on 
how the site is currently responding to the broader problems 
identified by the Great Lakes and Urban Ecology scales. 
There are no measures being taken to tackle water filtration, 
passive efforts to stabilize fish populations, the presence of 
a river dam, minimal opportunities to meaningfully engage 
with members of the community, and very poor access for 
residents with limited mobility. The need for after-school 
programs, senior programs, and ecology-based programs is 
echoed by community organizers, local news, and city officials 
alike.75 The proposal seeks to tackle this with the introduction 
of exterior and interior programmed spaces that provide 
the tools and facilities needed to address these issues. This 
approach ties back to the theoretical framework developed 
throughout this document, seeing as the solution to these 
problems will result in the active engagement with human 
and non-human residents of the site as well as the physical 
engagement with the site itself. This will help create new 
rituals and new memories for the individuals involved, helping 
to decentralise the home as the sole place of belonging and 
improve the residents’ relationship with their surroundings.

75 TRCA, Humber River watershed fisheries management plan, 3.25.
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An early conceptual sketch of the proposed design. The 
sketch shows the connection of the site to the existing trail 

network and the facilities already on it.

(fig.35)
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SITE IDENTITY

The Humber River cuts through the site 19 degrees off of 
a true North-South orientation, delineating it into an East 
and a West bank. This distinction can be traced at least 

as far back as 1788 when the British surveyors were met at the 
river’s edge by armed resistance from the Mississaugas of the 
Credit First Nation. Apart from political delineation, the flow 
of the river informs the spawning patterns of Atlantic Salmon, 
the navigation patterns of human and non-human residents, 
as well as provides a convenient orientation for typical 
construction of Anishinaabeg structures, allowing for a natural 
transition from East to West on the approach to the river.76

Though not as steep as the hills and cliffs near Lambton 
Park, this area has significant ravine variance, spanning 
between 200 to 300 metres in breadth and a depth of 
between 8 to 12 metres from the rim. The river itself is 
not very deep at this section. At its lowest point in the 
year in August, the deepest points measure around two 
metres while some parts of the riverbed lie completely 
exposed. Compared to the peak measurements in the 
spring where the deepest points measure around three 
metres in depth with the occasional floods where the 
water rises up to four and a half metres, and the shallow 
areas see about one to one and a half metres of cover.77

76 Eladia Smoke, Craig Applegath, and Thomas Hirschmann, “Designing with both eyes open,” Canadian Architect, July 17, 2020,  
 https://www.canadianarchitect.com/designing-with-both-eyes-open/.
77 Government of Canada, “Real-Time Hydrometric Data Graph for Humber River at Weston (02HC003) [ON],” Water Office  
 Environment of Canada, April 29, 2022, https://wateroffice.ec.gc.ca/report/real_time_e.html?stn=02HC003. 
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The perception of the ravine as separate or as part of 
the city changes throughout the year as the trees lose and 
replenish their leaves. In the winter, the river is surrounded 
on all sides by traffic, condominiums and construction. The 
site feels much more like an extension of the infrastructure 
built around it rather than a separate entity. (fig.36) As the 
shrub and canopy return, however, the sounds of traffic and 
construction are cushioned by the foliage, creating a sense 
of serenity, allowing the sound of flowing water to take centre 
stage. The foliage also provides a cushion from immediate 
access to the water, requiring the user to take their time 
navigating the trails to seek out the footpaths made through 
the shrubs to get down to the river. In the summer, the only 
buildings clearly visible from the bottom of the ravine are 
the ones far upstream near the centre of Weston. (fig.37)

View of the same 
site in the winter.

View of the 
Humber River in 

the Fall

(fig.37)

(fig.36)
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Residents from both sides of the Humber have access 
to the trails and the river, however the two sides don’t 
meet within the park itself. Instead, the paths emerge up 
onto Eglington road downstream and onto Weston road 
upstream where they reconnect again. The demographics 
of the four neighbourhoods demonstrate the breakdown 
of specific user groups of each neighbourhood. (fig.38)
(fig.39) Weston and Mount Dennis have the largest 
proportional population of children and working-age 
people, while Humber Heights and Humber Valley have 
the highest proportional and net populations of seniors, 
though Weston is close behind in both pre-retirement and 
senior age range net populations.78 As noted in chapter 
four, the neighbourhoods are unified in their prevalence 
of abnormally high rates of single parent households and 
seniors living alone, particularly seniors over the age of 85.

78 City of Toronto, “Neighbourhood Profiles,” June 24, 2021.

Population demographics of the four neighbourhoods.

(fig.38)
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Site map and population demographics of the four neighbourhoods. 
(cont.)

(fig.39)
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Due to the steep ravine edges on either side of the river, the 
provided access points to the park are equally steep with little 
accommodation provided for rest stops or slope mitigation 
along the way. As mentioned, the two trails also have awkward 
connection points through busy streets, requiring the user 
to leave the park in order to cross the river. No delineated 
access to the water exists, demonstrating simultaneously 
the desire of the locals to be close to the water and the 
reluctance of the TRCA and other city-run organizations to 
facilitate these interactions. (fig.40)  Most parts of the river in 
this area are shallow enough to wade through, particularly in 
the summer when the water level is at its lowest. In the winter, 
the Humber freezes over and after a particularly cold week, 
the ice is thick enough to allow people to walk, sled and 
skate across to the other side without any problem. (fig.41)

The residential plots of single family homes and 
condominiums that surround the outer rim of the ravine are 
key points of interest. The River Park Tower (fig.42) is the 
closest and largest in the region. These serve as the currently 
centralised node of memory and places of belonging for 
the site’s users. Other sites around the rim include the West 
Park Healthcare Centre (fig.43), featuring long-term care, 
amputation recovery, and therapy facilities, the Portage 
Trail Community School (fig.44), a local JK to grade eight 
elementary school, York Humber High School, Westmount 
Junior High, the Ukrainian-Canadian Care Centre and the 
Chartwell Scarlett Heights Retirement Residence. The trail 
has two designated playground spaces at the East entrance 
and public seating at the top of the ravine at both entrances. 
Within the park itself, the main visual feature is the Emmett 
Dam with safety features and equipment located on the 
West bank. (fig.45) The West bank also features an off-
leash dog park and a baseball diamond, while the East 
bank has access to a soccer field, and a typical children’s 
playground at the entrance off Emmett Avenue. (fig.46) 
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(top) Interpretive path leading down to the river’s edge on 
the East trail, trodden by local residents.

(bottom) Human and non-human tracks crossing the span 
of the frozen Humber River.

(fig.40) (fig.41)
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(top left) River Park Tower apartment 
building.

(top right) West Park 
Healthcare Centre.

(bottom) Portage Trail Community 
School.

(fig.42) (fig.43) (fig.44)
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(top) View of the Emmett Dam in the Fall from the East 
side of the river.

(bottom) Playground and soccer field at the Emmett 
Avenue park entrance.

(fig.45) (fig.46)
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COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

Following the writings of Kimmerer and Day on the 
necessity of community support in the introduction and 
maintenance of any new project that deals with public 

affairs, this proposal seeks to root itself in the interests of 
existing community networks. (fig.47) Such networks include 
the Etobicoke Historical Society, Toronto Aboriginal Eco-Tours 
and the Weston Community Coalition. This project also seeks 
to align itself with the interests of organizers of previously 
active groups and other influential community figures in the 
area, such as Doug Anderson, whose writing was formative 
to this thesis, and Joce Two Crows Tremblay, one of the key 
contributors to the Resistering Garden at Etienne Brulé Park.

Early concept of the 
community support 
network showing the 
organizations crucial 
to the proposal’s 
development and their 
role in the process.

(fig.47)
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For this project to succeed, not only does it need to 
serve the public and the interests of the aforementioned 
community stakeholders, but the design and integration 
process must involve members and leaders of said community 
groups. It needs to be stressed that without proper, ongoing 
consultation with the project’s users on the requirements of the 
programmed spaces and the approach to its development, 
the risk for failure is extremely high. As mentioned in chapter 
two in the section on Civic Duty, any development that does 
not fulfil this requirement is actively engaging in colonization. 
For clarity, the proposed design at the end of this thesis is 
a hypothetical iteration of the culmination of this work and 
was not designed with consultation from any of the actors 
mentioned in this section. By no means should the design 
drawings produced and presented in this chapter be used for 
the design and construction of an actual site intervention. The 
product is a proof of concept for the theoretical framework, 
methodology, and design principles outlined in this thesis.

Provided the time restraints of this thesis, no formal 
consultation, interviews, or collaboration was pursued on 
the basis of ethical concerns. This project was designed 
by simulating a set of users through informal conversation, 
assembly of accounts of user experiences from public 
forums, and the assembly of mission statements and 
documentation from local community groups. This was 
done in an attempt to inform the design of the social 
and political currents surrounding the public sphere 
of the Humber River today. These accounts combined 
with the academic body of work provided a rough but 
feasible foundation for the formulation of the design. 
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ITERATIVE PROCESS

The final project was inspired by a set of precedents from 
around the world for the specific design solutions they 
implemented to their respective social and ecological 

issues. The Living Water Garden designed by Margie 
Ruddick in Chengdu, China, is an urban park situated on 
an ancient river diversion system from 250 BC. The park 
itself is a water treatment system, a living sculpture, an 
environmental education centre, and a refuge for human and 
non-human residents. The park prioritizes movement and 
play along its waterways by providing safe but exciting ways 
to engage with the river. (fig.48) Sherbourne Commons, a 
parkette in downtown Toronto on the shore of Lake Ontario, 
demonstrated the efficacy of a northern climate solution to 
public engagement with the land through the provision of a 
water filtration system that transforms into an ice rink in the 
winter. This case study is also a great example of several actors 
coming together to create a community space, as Sherbourne 
Commons is the product of George Brown College, the City 
of Toronto, and the Merchants’ Wharf building residents. 
(fig.49) The Living With Lakes Centre in Sudbury, Ontario, 
inspired the form of the proposed main building. Funded in 
collaboration with the Vale mining company and Laurentian 
University, the centre is a research and monitoring institute 
designed to manage, study, and protect Northern Ontario 
water systems. The building itself is an extended rectangular 
prism extruded from the ground that follows the curve of the 
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Lake Ramsey shoreline on which it is situated. (fig.50) Finally, 
the Toronto Botanical Garden as well as the Toronto Aboriginal 
Eco-Tours were both used as precedents for the organization 
of land as pedagogy programs that the project aims to 
facilitate. The two precedents take different approaches, with 
the Aboriginal Eco-Tours program relying on the existing 
network of trails, waterways, and green space that exists 
in Toronto to educate, while TBG features an arboretum, 
garden, and focuses on its affiliation with local artists and 
public speakers to deliver a range of educational material 
on Toronto’s ecological and social spheres. (fig.51)(fig.52)

(left) Boardwalks of the Living Water Garden, 
demonstrating the capacity for mindful ways of living in 
an urban setting.

(right) Sherbourne Commons promotional shot of the ice 
rink program in use.

(fig.48) (fig.49)
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(top) Living With Lakes Centre building 
showcasing its adherence to the 
shoreline.

(bottom left) Toronto Aboriginal 
Eco-Tours class out on the river.

(bottom right) TBG main building 
and surrounding plant sanctuary.

(fig.50) (fig.51) (fig.52)
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The first phase of the design process explored some ideas 
of initial form, site layout, and initial program components. 
After identifying and extracting the general form of the 
river section, the form was simplified to create a pleasant 
approach point and to maximize southern exposure while 
staying true with the river’s North-South orientation. (fig.53) 
The building explored ideas of situating itself on top of 
the site with stilts to avoid unnecessary disruption to the 
soil by needing to excavate and pour a foundation. (fig.54)

Extrusion of the 
stilts.

Extraction of a 
section of the 

river’s edge.

(fig.54)

(fig.53)

Definition of 
indoor spaces 

and exterior deck. 

(fig.55)
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The stilts extruded upward and the footprint of the 
building was offset to provide a level walkway around the 
perimeter of the building. The extruded stilts met with the 
roof which followed the curve of the footprint while funnelling 
rainwater for use by the building’s visitors. (fig.55)(fig.56)
(fig.57)(fig.58)(fig.59) The site proposal designated space for 
a medicine garden, several teaching spaces in the woods 
and on the bank of the river, water testing stations located 
upstream and downstream from the building to measure 
its impact on the site, and outdoor lighting for safety. The 
design also proposed an extension to the existing footpath 
network to connect all these features and the introduction 
of a floating boardwalk that could connect the two sides 
of the river. The three main goals of this design were 
engagement, connectivity, and passive integration. (fig.60)

Rough visualisation of the initial design proposal 
emphasizing the general form and stilts concept.

(fig.56)



083

Exploration of a 
more solid form.

Central entrance 
variant with two 

approaches. 

Sketch model 
playing with the 

idea of height 
variance.

(fig.59)

(fig.58)

(fig.57)
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Site layout and 
initial program 

outline after first 
iteration.

(fig.60)
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The second phase of the process was the development 
of the programs. To follow the needs expressed in the 
accounts of members of local groups focused on ecological 
restoration and community outreach, the project needed to 
develop a coherent plan of programmed spaces for both 
interior and exterior integration. Since the project didn’t have 
a permanent client or user to consult, the curated spaces 
were going to need to be fluid and adaptable to many uses. 
After making a list of amenities that could facilitate a range of 
indoor and outdoor activities, the programs needed to be laid 
out in a sensible manner around the site. This was achieved 
with the help of an adjacency diagram. (fig.61) The size and 
dimensions of the spaces was determined by reviewing 
the number of participants at existing group settings in the 
area. This included analysing the number of members in the 
different local organizations, reviewing general class sizes at 
the neighbourhood junior and secondary schools, taking into 
account the age demographics and populations of the four 
neighbourhoods and consulting the number of participants 
accepted per session by Toronto Aboriginal Eco-Tours. 
The resulting dimensions combined with the adjacency 
diagram helped inform the new layout of the architectural 
and landscape interventions. (fig.62) This iteration took a 
little more inspiration from the Living WIth Lakes Centre by 
mimicking some of its facade design solutions. The resulting 
form cut down on the building’s footprint by nearly half and 
allowed for a more effective distribution of services across 
the site by splitting the indoor spaces into two. (fig.63)
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(top) Adjacency diagram including spacial dimensions 
and designation of indoor and outdoor programs.

(bottom) Massing model generated using the program 
layout with accompanying legend.

(fig.61) (fig.62)

CIRCUTION

EMERGENCY OFFICE

PUBLIC WASHROOM

SEED LIBRARY

LAB AND OFFICE

INDOOR CLASSROOM
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The aim of the building proposal is to keep 
as much of the existing site in its current state 
as possible. The current conditions do not 
serve many community members well, but 
the trail is still a place of belonging to 
specific individuals. This project is not meant 
to limit or exclude, it is meant to enhance. A 
bird’s eye view of the site shows us that the 
proposed infrastructure is largely unintrusive 
and carefully defines its relationship with its 
surrondings.

LAYING OUT THE SITE

Contextualising the Humber River 
watershed within the larger network 
of waterways. This iteration has the 
teaching lodge and first attempt 
at a boat launch included in the 
proposal.

(fig.63)
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The aim of the building proposal is to keep 
as much of the existing site in its current state 
as possible. The current conditions do not 
serve many community members well, but 
the trail is still a place of belonging to 
specific individuals. This project is not meant 
to limit or exclude, it is meant to enhance. A 
bird’s eye view of the site shows us that the 
proposed infrastructure is largely unintrusive 
and carefully defines its relationship with its 
surrondings.

LAYING OUT THE SITE
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The final iteration of the design was developed by pushing 
all parts of the concept a step further. The layout of the site 
has been streamlined by bringing the buildings right up to the 
river to emphasize the project’s connection to the water. The 
stilts of the building have been adjusted to allow for seasonal 
flooding and to prepare for the eventual goal of removing 
the Emmett Dam and the restoration of wetlands along the 
Humber River shores. (fig.64) The form of the building has 
been adjusted to better reflect the immediate shape of its 
new shoreline. The entryway and exit for the building has 
been amended to align with East and West orientations 
respectively, while still accommodating the points of 
approach provided by the existing trail network. (fig.65)(fig.66)
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Concept diagram depicting water circulation in relation to 
user approach to the building.

(fig.64)
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Ground floor Second floor

Seed library

Indoor classroom

Mezzanine

Vertical circulation

LEARNING CENTRE

Floor plans of the Indoor Learning Centre.

(fig.65)
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Vestibule

Roof plan Floor plan

EMERGENCY OFFICE

Emergency office

Public washroom

Floor plan of the Emergency Office.

(fig.66)
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The program spaces have been reviewed and culled 
as needed to eliminate unnecessary and poorly justified 
spaces, allowing for future development if the users 
require more specific functions. This has helped to half the 
required amount of space once again, reducing the building 
footprint and its disruption of the site. The new building is 
one seventh of the size of the original design. The base of 
the building has been adjusted to serve as shelter for ducks 
and geese in the summer when the water level is lower, 
and as shelter for fish such as Atlantic Salmon spawn in the 
spring when the water level is at its peak. (fig.67)(fig.68)
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(top) Render of the building in the Summer when the 
water level is low.

(bottom) Render of the building in the Spring when the 
water level is at its peak.

(fig.67) (fig.68)
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One of the aims of a previous iteration was to provide 
the facilities with a way of responding visually to the daily 
changes in temperature, moisture, and sunlight by lining 
some of the facades with thermochromic, hydrochromic, and 
photochromic panels, generating a unique pattern of colours 
every day thus integrating a living art piece into the building 
envelope itself. This idea has been replaced with the much 
more appropriate facade made of birch bark panels. This 
way, the bark will still react to the daily changes in weather 
with the added bonus of continuing the material language 
of the teaching lodge, creating an opportunity for people 
to learn through the process of growth and decay, as well as 
the opportunity to participate in the assembly of the building 
itself by replenishing the birch bark as the old panels wither 
away with time. (fig.69) This decision was inspired initially 
by the writings of Dr. Sara Diamond on architecture as a 
‘responsive construct’ and later amended to its final state 
through consultation with Janna Levitt, who volunteered her 
time to be the external examiner for the defence of this thesis.
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The connection between the East and West trail network 
has taken the form of a wooden bridge. The cedar ribs 
that curve across the top mimic the ribs of a canoe being 
portaged over the river. The bridge has also been designed 
with flooding and the future elimination of the dam in mind. 
The bridge is equipped with passive water filters to offset 
the risk of pollution posed by the introduction of another 
non-permeable space over the river. The site now features 
a proper boat launch, using the height of the water as the 
metric for when it is safe to canoe, as the water is too shallow 
at certain times of year. This too will become much more 
accessible after the dam is removed. (fig.70) There is space for 
the assembly of a teaching lodge, designated plots around 
the site for the cultivation of native plants, accompanied 
by living wall planters made of woven willow branches that 
provide a place for propagations to develop before they are 
ready to be planted and propagated themselves. (fig.71)

Birch bark 
facade and CLT 

wall assembly   
concept.

(fig.69)
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Render of the river showing people canoeing and using 
the boat launch in the background as people look on 
from the bridge.

(fig.70)
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Scale prototype of the 
woven willow planter wall.

(fig.71)
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Among these plantings, saplings of native trees will 
be introduced to replace invasive species such as the 
Norway Maple. Instead, plants such as Black WIllow will 
be propagated around the banks of the river, helping to 
decrease soil erosion, filter out toxins from groundwater, 
and absorb excess moisture from the soil during a flood.79 

The water testing stations remain as they were, and the 
pathway extensions have been redesigned to allow for a 
feeling of privacy and serenity for the teaching spaces as 
well as to improve access to the site by mitigating the slope 
of the entrances on the ravine edges and by providing rest 
stops as needed. (fig.72) The pathway extension provides 
a new entryway specifically for the Healthcare Centre to 
allow residents of the long-term care centre and patients 
at the hospital direct access to the river and its amenities. 

79 Charlotte Erichsen-Brown, Use of Plants for the Past 500 Years (Aurora: Breezy Creeks Press, 1979), 95.
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Existing trails
Proposed trail extention
Outdoor lighting
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Three water testing stations have been installed allong the river,
one just at the dam, one at the stream downcurrent from the learning
centre, and one at the culvert that empties into the river.

The new bridge proposal stradles the river between the two existing
footpaths. This location sees the most pedestrian traffic aside from 
the Emmett Dam and is located nearest two the park’s entrances.

The Emergency Office is located right by the bridge, making use
of the central location to improve, safety particularily when the river
is most turbulent or when it is late at night. The office is open 24/7. 

W
est Park

Healthcare

Centre

Longterm Care

Emmett H
ouse

La Rose Apartments

Portage Trail

Community School

Prosthetic and

Orthopedic

Centre

York Humber

High Shcool

River Park Tower

Due to the slope of the ravine systems around the Humber, the
entrance points to the park are very steep. The new proposed
paths reduce the incline and provide rest stops along the way.

The Humber has historically been traversed on canoe. The proposed
boat launch helps push for the eventual elimination of the Emmett
Dam to make this a viable option at all temperate times of the year.

The Indoor Learning Centre is positioned on an existing interpretive
path along a patch of land that gets submerged near the end of
spring. The design accomodates more intensive flooding that may
come in the future along with the restoration of the local wetlands.

Community gardens have been dotted around the site, making an
effort to not interfere with the existing use of the available cleared
land. New planting, however, is not limited to these spaces and is
encouraged across the entire site.

The space allocated for the Teaching Lodge is the same area as was
used by Naadmaagit Ki Group for meetings and ceremonies. 
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Three water testing stations have been installed allong the river,
one just at the dam, one at the stream downcurrent from the learning
centre, and one at the culvert that empties into the river.

The new bridge proposal stradles the river between the two existing
footpaths. This location sees the most pedestrian traffic aside from 
the Emmett Dam and is located nearest two the park’s entrances.

The Emergency Office is located right by the bridge, making use
of the central location to improve, safety particularily when the river
is most turbulent or when it is late at night. The office is open 24/7. 
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Due to the slope of the ravine systems around the Humber, the
entrance points to the park are very steep. The new proposed
paths reduce the incline and provide rest stops along the way.

The Humber has historically been traversed on canoe. The proposed
boat launch helps push for the eventual elimination of the Emmett
Dam to make this a viable option at all temperate times of the year.

The Indoor Learning Centre is positioned on an existing interpretive
path along a patch of land that gets submerged near the end of
spring. The design accomodates more intensive flooding that may
come in the future along with the restoration of the local wetlands.

Community gardens have been dotted around the site, making an
effort to not interfere with the existing use of the available cleared
land. New planting, however, is not limited to these spaces and is
encouraged across the entire site.

The space allocated for the Teaching Lodge is the same area as was
used by Naadmaagit Ki Group for meetings and ceremonies. 
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KIT OF PARTS

The Urban Ecology Scale is made up of smaller local 
interventions, but at the same time, it needs to be 
treated as an intertwined network of community efforts. 

The City of Toronto takes this principle to mean the mass-
scale productions of plaques, benches, street lamps, signs, 
and pavers, to create a unified sense of civic identity and 
visual consistency. This project has the aim of imbuing public 
places with the specificity of their local historical, present, and 
conceptual future context. This process, however, can be made 
more intuitive and cheaper for communities to implement 
without the need to hire an architect or urban planner for every 
step of the way. This is where the idea of the kit of parts comes 
in. The goal is to define a set of principles, visual elements, 
and ecological commitments to guide the implementation 
of public amenities anywhere along the Humber River.
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These ideas can be expressed as the process of 
determining the project’s philosophy, materials, and form. 
The philosophy must be reflective of the site’s users and their 
intentions. It must guide the form and function of the site 
and its relationship with the users. The materials must reflect 
the principles established by the philosophy of the project. 
Materials used in the design must reflect their function by 
playing to their strengths and enhancing the design rather than 
existing as secondary to filling a gap. Finally, the form should 
be developed as the synthesis of the philosophy, material, and 
contextual components of the site. The form should not take 
precedence over the project’s effective delivery of its program.
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The amenities designed for the four neighbourhoods 
proposal follows the guidelines set out by the kit of parts. 
As mentioned, the project must deliver engagement, 
connectivity, and passive integration. This means developing 
a design that borrows, mimics and informs its surroundings, 
developing a program that responds to the users and their 
needs as well as providing the appropriate facilities to 
deliver these programs effectively, and minimizing current 
and future disruptions to the site, offsetting the damage 
and enhancing it where possible. (fig.73)(fig.74)(fig.75) 

While some amenities like the boat launch, the bridge, the 
indoor classroom and the teaching lodge are unique elements 
whose material components, form and function are specific 
to the selected site, other components of the project can be 
used as modular pieces, more akin to the approach of the City.

Proposed boat launch visualisation.(fig.73)
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(top) New bridge design visualisation. (bottom) Teaching lodge visualisation.(fig.74) (fig.75)
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(top) Bench design proposal. (bottom) Water quality testing station visualisation.(fig.76) (fig.77)
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The seating provided by the entry points to the site 
can be used as a base for a modified design or just copied 
outright and implemented elsewhere along the river. (fig.76) 
The same can be said of the water quality testing stations, 
the woody riparian solutions, or the cultivation of plants that 
help secure the soil, filter toxins, and absorb water during 
a flood. (fig.77) These elements are not inherently site-
specific and are a response to a broader need to improve 
the quality of human and non-human life along the Humber 
River. The ultimate outcome of the kit of parts approach is 
that it allows for flexible specificity, that is, it helps create 
consistent results that speak to the broader context of the 
Humber River while encouraging designers to think locally.
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LESSONS LEARNED

The initial aims of this project were broad and fell 
outside the scope of a design intervention. Many of the 
solutions discussed throughout the document require 

massive changes in policy, the collaborative effort of about 
a dozen or more municipalities, the convincing of thousands 
of people to surrender private land in favour of public 
access, and the blatant protest of government intervention 
in the affairs of Indigenous groups and sovereign nations. 
As the author of this document I consider these aims and 
outcomes favourable. However, they are not necessary 
for such projects to be successful. In this project, there are 
much less radical goals in the design of public places where 
people can find a sense of belonging, the designation 
of ethical building practices in the development of these 
projects, and the empowerment of Indigenous groups 
in the facilitation of programs based in the practice and 
passing down of land-based knowledge through ceremony.
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Nevertheless, radical change is still possible. In the book 
Red Scare, Joanne Baker makes note of a women-led effort 
in Alameda County in California known as the Segorea Te’ 
Land Trust which aims to facilitate the return of Indigenous 
land to Indigenous people. “As Beth Rose Middleton 
describes in Trust in the Land, land trusts allow Indigenous 
people to ‘undo some of the damage’ enacted through state 
imperialism and ‘get land back into tribal stewardship.’”80 The 
return of land is not only demonstrated to be attainable, but 
it is shown as an effective form of healing and reclamation of 
the feeling of belonging to a land, through the opportunities 
it provides for land-based community interaction.

There are limits to what design can do. As demonstrated, 
the issues we tackle today have deep roots in colonial 
practices from hundreds of years ago that adapted and 
evolved with the course of time to avoid direct confrontation 
and their eventual elimination. Design cannot itself change 
the world: it can only empower people to change the world. 
Ultimately, the purpose of this thesis is to demonstrate that 
the belonging we seek with the land is only possible through 
a healthy relationship with our surroundings. When our way 
of life lies in contradiction to the well-being of the land and 
its non-human inhabitants, we cannot alter our environment 
to support that contradiction. (fig.78) The design proposal 
emphasizes the natural inclinations of the site and modifies 
it only to restore, support, and facilitate healthy interactions 
among groups of people and the land they reside on. Robin 
Wall Kimmerer put it best: “What else can you offer the earth 
which has everything? What else can you give but something 
of yourself? A homemade ceremony that makes a home.”81

80 Baker, Red Scare, 118.
81 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 36.
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The culmination of a thorough 
photographic investigation of the 

Humber River. The sequenced DNA 
of the Humber and its communities 
from the lakeshore to the northern 

boundary of Toronto.

(fig.78)
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One of the core challenges of navigating this proposal 
stems from the questions surrounding the contemporary 
politics of recognition. Despite the mounting evidence 
pointing to the City of Toronto’s illegitimate claim to the 
Humber River watershed and the land around it, the City and 
federal government maintain in practice that only the colonial 
governing body has the ultimate say in the social and ecological 
management of this land.82 A transfer to direct land autonomy 
would entail the need for recognition from the municipal, 
provincial, and federal government of the sovereignty and 
legitimacy of Indigenous-led groups as stewards of the 
aforementioned land. However, for this recognition to take 
place, the community groups involved would need to in turn 
recognize the legitimacy of the Canadian state as the current 
claimant to the land and the legitimacy of the treaties, 
which, as established, is false. Hence, the insistence of the 
Canadian government on the use of the colonial legal system 
for the delivery of these proceedings is contradicted by its 
very own practice of maintaining illegitimate claims. In this 
exchange of recognition, the Canadian state demands to be 
met on its own terms, maintaining the imbalance of power 
in the imposed reliance of community-led organizations on 
the recognition by the Canadian state but not vice versa. 

“... I argue that, instead of ushering in an era of peaceful “... I argue that, instead of ushering in an era of peaceful 
co-existence grounded in the Hegelian ideal of co-existence grounded in the Hegelian ideal of 
reciprocity, the politics of recognition in its contemporary reciprocity, the politics of recognition in its contemporary 
form promises to reproduce the very configurations of form promises to reproduce the very configurations of 
colonial power that Indigenous peoples’ demands for colonial power that Indigenous peoples’ demands for 
recognition have historically sought to transcend… It recognition have historically sought to transcend… It 
is through these reciprocal processes and exchanges is through these reciprocal processes and exchanges 
of recognition that the condition of possibility of recognition that the condition of possibility 
for freedom emerges. Hence Hegel’s repeated for freedom emerges. Hence Hegel’s repeated 
insistence that relations of recognition be mutual.” insistence that relations of recognition be mutual.” 8383

82 Baker, Red Scare, 45.
83 Chazan, Home and Native Land, 32.
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It’s important also to establish what principal value this 
recognition holds. Between 1763 and 1900, all exchanges 
concerning First Nations land were performed under the 
guise of mutual recognition, a legal framework, and the 
mutual respect of concessions from both parties. One 
example of this is the retention of exclusive fishing rights 
of all First Nation groups on and along the Great Lakes 
watershed, including its plethora of rivers and streams.

“On 1 August 1805, the Mississauga surrendered “On 1 August 1805, the Mississauga surrendered 
an area north of Lake Ontario near the Etobicoke an area north of Lake Ontario near the Etobicoke 
River but excepted from the surrender ‘the fishery River but excepted from the surrender ‘the fishery 
in the said River Etobicoke which the said Chiefs, in the said River Etobicoke which the said Chiefs, 
Warriors and people expressly reserve for the sole Warriors and people expressly reserve for the sole 
use of themselves and the Mississague Nation’.” use of themselves and the Mississague Nation’.” 8484

84 Blair, “Taken for ‘Granted’,” 37.
85 Ibid. 37.

By 1916, when the provincial government sought to 
correct its legal blunder and attain internal legal claim over 
the land, the newly drafted surrender omitted any mention 
of these rights. Etobicoke Creek and the Humber River, 
among most other waterways in Canada are seen today as 
open for fishing to the public. As Blair points out, however, 
“If waters were actually ‘public’ in nature, it would not have 
been possible for Aboriginal people to reserve exclusive 
fishing rights from surrenders.”85 The dilemma in the transfer 
of land in this nature within the Canadian legal system is 
that it can only result in two outcomes: the designation 
of the land as “public”, hence, still within the legislative 
rule of the City of Toronto and the federal government, or 
the sale of the land to a community organization, which 
only replicates the stripping of Indigenous land rights and 
the forced freehold tenure model imposed in the mid-
19th century. Without the execution of radical change to 
the power relations within the Canadian legal system, this 
project’s design proposal holds a limited scope surrounding 
the alleviation of symptoms of unjust circumstance.
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CLOSING THOUGHTS

This thesis strays from explicitly advocating for radical 
change in design thinking and social justice because 
of the circumstances of my personal experience with 

the land. I want to echo the previously mentioned quote 
by Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, where she brings 
attention to the reality that resistance to the colonial 
mode of government places Indigenous bodies between 
settlers and their capital.86 My residence on this land 
began 14 years ago, I have no historical claim, roots, or 
attachment to it outside of the 14 years of my personal 
experience living on it. I cannot in good conscience make 
a call for radical change when I risk so little while the 
parties who stand to benefit take on the inordinate risk. 

“Time and again, in the United States and Canada, “Time and again, in the United States and Canada, 
as Indigenous people have challenged expectations as Indigenous people have challenged expectations 
of entitled access to their lands and resources, often of entitled access to their lands and resources, often 
on grounds of international and constitutional law, on grounds of international and constitutional law, 
the historical affective association of Indigeneity with the historical affective association of Indigeneity with 
terrorism has informed public demand for, and state terrorism has informed public demand for, and state 
rationalizations of, their violent repression, invasive rationalizations of, their violent repression, invasive 
surveilance, and punishment of Indigenous people.” surveilance, and punishment of Indigenous people.” 8787

86 Simpson, “Land as pedagogy,” 19.
87 Baker, Red Scare, 34.
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I hope that this thesis is not altogether toothless 
or revealed to be contractually harmful as a result. The 
design intervention developed atop the body of research 
and assemblage of theory provides a proof of concept 
toward the use of historical analysis to inform the design 
of public space and the curation of places of belonging. 
This project is not in itself an effort akin to Land Back. My 
proposal has a culmination point, which does not lead to 
the effective decolonization of Canada. Nevertheless, I 
hope it can serve as a supportive document, in some part 
contributing to this effort. To close, in the words of Joanne 
Baker, “Imperialism and colonialism must be undone, not 
as threads that pull at the others but as a woven amalgam 
of ideologies and institutions that must be obliterated.”88

88 Ibid. 115.
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