CHAPTER 5
SENSE OF COMMUNITY
i.

Analysis of Sense of Community:

a.

Introduction:
A third fundamental component of a sense of place is a sense of

community--the feeling that one belongs to and is part of a group whose
members share some common ties, interact to accomplish certain goals,
and occupy a particular area which is significant and meaningful to
them.

This is not to say that all communities must have a territorial

base, but only that, in the case of sense of place, the group is grounded in physical space.

Neither is this to maintain that the physically-

defined community is the only community to which the individual members
belong (they may well belong to other "personal communities" or ".communities of interest"), but simply to maintain that, in the case of sense
of place, the territorial community is a significant one.

The place

acts not only as a location, but also as a significant and meaningful
focus for the sense of community.
Although the Island community does seem to fall generally within most definitions of "community", the purpose here is not to define
"community", but to discuss the subj ective sense of community and some
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of the phenomena which may be associated with that feeling.

l

Whether

rightly or wrongly from a particular sociological perspective, Islanders see themselves as forming a community.
Evidence that Islanders certainly have a strong sense of community is easy to find:

in their briefs, formal statements and pub-

lications, in their informal discussions and public meetings, and in
lThere is certainly no agreement among sociologists over what
constitutes a "community". Colin Bell and Howard Newby, for example,
review theories of community in Community Studies (London: George Allen
and Unwin Ltd., 1971) and remark: " •.. it is impossible to give the
sociological definition of the community"(p. 31). They note somewhat
bemusedly, "It now appears that something of an :impasse has been
reached concerning the definition of community - some might even call
it exhaustion." (p. 32). And, finally, they conclude, "A consensus
on the theory of community appears as remote as ever." (p. 48). In
the case of the Toronto Islands, Islanders are a relatively small group
of people who occupy a clearly defined geographic area (an isl~nd),
interact intensely, have an unusual environmental lifestyle, and share
at least some cammon goals (most notably to preserve their hames, but
also a number of others). They, therefore, appear to fall well within
most definitions of community. For example, according to Bell and
Newby, op. cit., pp. 27 ff., the three most commonly mentioned components of community are: area, cammon ties, and social interaction. Not
all sociologists agree that area is a necessary condition of community
(e.g., B. Wellman and P. Craven, The Network City. Toronto: Centre For
Urban and Community Studies, University of Toronto, July 1973); but,
according to Bell and Newby, op. cit., p. 29: "Hillary [who reviewed
94 definitions of community] found that no author denied that area
could be an elanent of community". (Wellman and Craven. op. cit. ,pp.
38-41, for example, discuss IIneighbourhood-communities", which are
locally based.) In the case of the Toronto Island, geographic location and Islanders' identification with it is a highly significant, perhaps the most significant, component of community. This is not to
argue that most Islanders do not have important non-Island ties. Unlike most "traditional communities", most Islanders do not work in the
same place as they live, but travel to the City, (there is only limited
employment on the Island--e.g., at the School, local handymen, water
taxi operator or self-employed artists and artisans). In fact, they
are in many ways a highly dependent community: they live on publiclyowned and publicly-controlled land; they must work and shop and go to
high school in the City; they depend on the municipally-operated ferry
as their lifeline; and their very existence is dependent on the decision of the metropolitan and provincial levels of government. Nevertheless, ties to the Island and to other Islanders are highly significant for many Islanders.

-

.Loa -

their responses to surveys and formal interviews.

For example, in the

1973 social survey conducted by the City Planning staff with the cooperation of Islanders, Islanders were asked what they liked (and disliked) about living on the Island.

1

Their answers to this question

reveal, among other things, the importance and their awareness of a
strong sense of community.

For example, one person wrote, "Sense of

belonging to and being part of a community to which I feel responsible
and from which I can expect companionship and assistance."

Over and

over. the words IICommunity" , "conmunity spirit", "community feeling",
"unique community" and "sense of community" appear.
given the political context of the City report.

2

Not surprisingly,

many of the comments

reveal a political interest in preserving "the community".

Never the-

less, the feeling of community seems genuine and widespread.
In the course of the interviews conducted for this study, similar sentiments surfaced.

The following examples illustrate this and a

number of other general points about Islanders' sense of community.
Alan Howard, who lived on the Island for 41 years before his
Centre Island home was expropriated and demolished in 1959, discusses
the sense of community evident in those earlier days before Metro took
over the Island in order to extend the park:
The community at 1arge .•. a1ways seemed to draw people who became
more and more deeply involved in the community. They might have
started out saying, "Well, I'll go there and spend a summer ana
see how I like it," and eventually go t to be a habi tu~ who couldn't be pried off.
1

City of Toronto, Toronto's Island Park Neighbourhoods (September 1973). As the principal author of that report, I was able to
analyze the individual, but anonymous, responses.
2The comments were collected during the summer of 1973. Islanders knew that Metro Counc i1 would be voting later that year on whether
or not to demolish the houses in order to extend the Island Park.
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Life-long Islanders Jimmy Jones and Maxine Wilson describe the
friendliness of the community (in contrast to their image of the unfriendly city), the closeness, the sense of security, the heterogeneity
of the people and the fact that the people and the place are all of a
piece and they conclude by saying, ''You just can't take this way of
life and put it sane place else and come up with the same feelings."
Jenny DeTolly, a more recent resident, who moved to the Island
in 1969, also describes what she likes and would miss.

She does not

have as negative a view of the City as some other Islanders do.

For

her, too, the physical and social aspects are linked and the Island
itself is a focus for community feeling.

She also makes the point that

there are different ways of interacting with people (as friends, neighbours, acquaintances), each of which contributes to the over-all sense
of community:
I like mainly the kind of people that are here, although that
doesn't mean to say I don't like City people. I find it very
interesting that the group of people that one can meet and mix with,
not necessarily on a socializing basis but that one can meet with
within this community and have something in common - i.e., the
Island and the current struggle ....
Some people were attracted to the Island partly in search of a
sense of connnunity.

For example, Nina Kilpatrick observes, "The Island

seemed like a great place [to move to], because it was a community, an
arche type connnunity, which really appealed to me."
Nevertheless, as Freya Godard points out, it takes time to develop a sense of community, just as it takes time to develop a sense
of place:
I knew there was a community here. I really didn't know what it
was like. I only really knew one person here. And it was actually some time before I actually did become part of the community.
It didn't happen immediately.
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She then describes some of the ways she met people (which are quite
typical ones): her one acquaintance introduced her to other people;
she helped a group of people push their cart through the snow; she
met neighbours through their children; she went to public meetings;
she baked things for bake sales; she eventually served on the Toronto
Island Residents Association Executive and through that got to know
a great many Islanders.
Peter Cridland (who moved to the Island in 1963) describes some
of his (fulfilled) expectations for Island life, and mentions how the
political situation has strengthened the sense of community:
I think I found it much as I expected it to be, an urban village
really. I assumed there would be more of a sense of community,
but that it would have most of the advantages of a village and
a few of the disadvantages. I think I found it to be like'what
I imagined a village to be in that one knows virtually everyone
in the community and a lot about what people are doing. But,
of course, it's due in part to the fact that we're under siege
permanently and we need to know what's going on day by day.l
Not only does it take time to develop a sense of community (as
Freya Godard indicates), but perceptions of the community may also
change over time.

Peter Cridland observes that he had initially been

"disappointed" in the apparent lack of interest of long-time Islanders
in the work of the community associations.

But, after he had lived on

the Island for a while, "I began to realize that a lot of them had put
in years of work" and, in fact, IIthat the cormnunity [on the Island] does
support its own social associations to a far greater extent than is
typical" elsewhere.
Bill Metcalfe (who lived on the Island between 1970 and 1978)
1See also Sense of Change: "Connnunity Under Siege" pp. 361 ff.

and Sense of Communi ty: "Impact of Islanders' Defense of Place On Their
Sense 0 f Community", pp. 246 ff.
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contrasts life on the Island with his life in the suburbs.

He makes

the point that the Island is more socially involving than suburbia
(as he experienced it):
I guess the difference really of living on the Island as opposed
to any other place we have ever lived ... is, whether you like it
or not, you have to become involved with other people. The jazzy
word, I guess, is interaction. Sometimes you like it. Sometimes
you don't. Some people are a pain in the ass and some people are
beautiful people. We have such a variety of points of view that
coming in contact with them all the time, I think, it keeps your
head open to new things. So the main difference is that in Don
Mills if I saw somebody that I'd even think I didn't like, I
never ~en gave it a chance to find out if there was something
there or not. I could readily avoid that person. It's very
hard to do that on the Island .••• So that's the main difference
I think. Don Mills was probably the least involving place we
lived.
Having a strong sense of community does not necessarily mean
that one engages in a frantic round of socializing.

Some Islanders

(perhaps summer Islanders more than year-round Islanders and young
"singles" more than others)may engage in a great deal of social activity, but not everyone does.

For these others, community activities

(such as helping at the school or working on the political campaign)
may be important and the feeling that help is available if needed may
be important, but a great deal of social activity is not.

For this

sort of person, the Island may provide a comfortable social backdrop
for more independent endeavours.

One of the most "communi ty-minded"

people interviewed (who has spent hundreds of hours on community activities) described the situation this way:
[I'd miss] the people, I guess, even though I don't have a lot to
do with them. That is, I'm not perpetually socializing with them
.••• I'm on speaking terms with practically every Islander. I can
stand and talk to almost every Islander, but I really have no
[more] contact with them. We have no social life here. We never
go out. We never go to dinner anywhere. We never go to dances.
We rarely entertain people. We really are very self-sufficient
people.
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Finally, community life and having a great amount of contact
with one's neighbours is not entirely pleasurable (as Bill Metcalfe
hinted earlier on p. 191).

Two Islanders discuss some of the neg-

ative aspects:
[living on the Island] tends to be somewhat incestuous. There
are a lot of nice relationships, too. But grudges last a long
time, too. My mother got into a lot of hassles with grudges
between one group falling out with another and not forgetting
the cause and sort of dragging [it) on.
I think it has many qualities of a small town. Nosiness would be
one. An awareness of what people around you are doing ...• You are
constantly having to face acquaintances on the boat and making
decisions as to who you're going to sit with when you aren't
really stating a preference formally. but somehow informally ..•.
I didn't expect to see the small town negative qualities. If I
think about it it seems quite reasonable. But I hadn't given it
any thought. I had been aware of a small community characteristic
but the fact that neighbours fight had never crossed my mind and
I found that strange when I discovered it here. It was very
common in my home town.
In spite of the negative aspects, both of these people have a strong
sense of community and have both spent many, many hours on community
activities (especially the political campaigns).
As noted before. one of the main characteristics of a sense of

place is a sense of "insideness"--the feeling of when one is "inside"
and when one is "outside" and the knowledge of who is an "insider" and
who is an "outsider".

This may apply to groups as well as individuals.

for the term "Islander" has both group and individual connotations.
Islanders, as is already evident, have a strong sense of "insideness".
People living on the Island invariably refer to thanselves as "lslanders" and to non-Islanders as "City people" or ''Mainlanders'' or
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"foreigners" (or, less flatteringly, as "picnickers"). 1

But being

"Islanders" seems to connote much more than simply living on the Island.
It means, for example, understanding such small things as "Island
time"; riding an "Island bike"; living in an "Island house"; wearing
"Island dress"; understanding "Island phrases" (like "gonna get an
extension" or "can't talk now, gotta get the six"); participating in
"Island activities"; knowing who "Daddy Frank" is (the oldest Islander)
or who makes the best cheese cake or who has the best wagon; knOWing
where "the Gap" is, or "the park", or the AlA; knowing what an extension is or what December 11, 1973 meant; and sharing certain Island
characteristics or values (like hardiness or individuality).

Some of

the physical circumstances, as well as the rituals, traditions, activities, values and experiences which seem to draw Islanders together as
a group and strengthen their sense of community are discussed in this
chapter.
Two themes which draw together a number of disparate aspects of
Island life which are discussed in the rest of this chapter and which
contribute significantly to Islanders' sense of community are the general need for mutual aid and the sharing of a distinctive "environmental lifestyle".
lAscribing names to groups (even name calling) is a common way
of distinguishing one group from another, insiders from outsiders. For
example, natives of the Eastern Shore (of Maryland) refer disparagingly
to (pr±marily black) day-trippers from Baltimore who come down for a
day's fishing using chicken necks as bait, as "chickenneckers". See
Boyd Gibbons, wye Island: Outsiders, Insiders and Resistance to Change
(Balt±more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977), pp. 4, 156. People
born on City Island (in the shadow of New York City), as opposed to
more recent and more affluent residents, are known as "clam diggers"
and non-City Island residents generally are known as "off Islanders",
See Barney Cohen, "The Landlubber's Guide to City Island," New York
Magazine, August 1, 1977.
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proximity alone is not sufficient to create social interaction (let
alone friendly or cooperative interaction), when there is a need for
mutual aid, social interaction is more likely to occur (such as in
ethnic communities or working class communities or new suburban areas) .
On the Toronto Island, Islanders, for a variety of reasons,

depend on

one another for mutual assistance to a greater extent than people in
many other areas of the city.

Their physical separation from the city,

their lack of most conventional forms of urban entertainment (movie
theatres, pubs, restaurants, etc.), their lack of most commercial
facilities (grocery stores, drug stores, hardward stores, etc.), their
small population, their dependence on a ferry (especially an infrequent
and unreliable winter ferry), their periodic environmental hazards
(notably high water) and their extremely uncertain political situation
which threatens their continued existence as a community, all combine
to draw Islanders together in a variety of ways--both formal and informa1--to provide practical and emotional support for one another.
Islanders also share a fairly distinctive environmental 1ifesty1e-that is, patterns of behaviour that are influenced

2

by environmental

1 See Suzanne Keller, The Urban Neighborhood - A Sociological
Perspective (New Yo~k: Random House, 1968) p. 48; ;and William Michelson,

Man and His Urban Environment (Reading, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley
Publishing Company, 1970), p. 190. Both are major reviews of the
relevant literature.
2Not determined, but influenced. The environment provides certain problems and opportunities that the residents (or others) respond
to. The particular response may depend on personal characteristics (~g.
age, sex, personality, resources available, and so on), cultural or
social norms, and so on. Nevertheless, it seems possible to say that
the prairie fanner, the Cree hunter and the suburban businessman all
have markedly different environmental lifestyles, which are influenced
by the particular environmental problems and opportunities faced in
each situation.
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conditions such as the near-by park, the ferry, the weather, the
floods, the car1ess streets, the lack of stores, and so on.

Organizing

life around the ferry schedule; dragging groceries and other personal
belongings in express wagons and assorted carts; skiing to church or
activities at the school; stumping around in big, black rubber boots;
sandbagging to prevent flooding; commuting by ferry or canoe or personal motorboat; buying milk from a milk truck permanently parked in front

of the fire station

and paying the firemen; skating to catch the ferry

at Hanlan's; putting plastic over windows each fall; recycling lumber
or driftwood or discarded furniture; all of these are expressions of
an environmental lifestyle which, again, ties Islanders together and
provides common bonds which reinforce a sense of community.

(See

Illustrations 26, 27, 29, 30.)
Sense of community, of course, is related to other components
of sense of place.

For example, knowledge of a common history may act

as a common bond {sense of history).l

Individual identity may be form-

ed in part by relation to a community identity (sense of identity).
Sharing a cammon and distinctive physical environment may tie people
together (sense of environment),

Community activity to change the

local environment or to influence various decisions about the community
may contribute to a sense of control.

And, the existence of an outside

threat of forced change, like the threat to demolish the houses to
extend the park, may act as a common bond to draw people together
(sense of change).
1peter R. Sinclair and Kenneth Westhues comment on this link in
their book about "Fringetown" (Elora, Ontario), Village In Crisis
(Toronto: Holt, Rinehart & Winston of Canada, Limited, 1974). pp. 43-45.

Al Schoenborn 1n Save Island Homes

High Water 1973

Toronto Island Arch! ves

Al Schoenborn 1n Save Island Homes
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The rest of this chapter describes some expressions of Islanders' sense of community, some of the main reasons why it seems to be
so strong and the many ways that it is related to defense of place.
b. Community Life - Brief Description:
Island residents, in their low frame houses set along carless
streets and among a heavy growth of poplars and willows, live a life
that is highly unusual in the modern urban setting.

Because many of

the conventional forms of urban entertainment and almost all commerci a1 f aci1i ties are absent from the Is land, Islanders are more dependent
on their own resources for entertainment than most Mainlanders and are
completely dependent on the ferry and the Mainland for the necessities
of life.
As a result of both the common pleasures and the common discomforts of Island living, as well as the uncertain political situation,
Island residents seem to form a particularly closely-knit community.
They have created two main social organizations: the Ward's Island
Association (established in 1917) and the Algonquin Island Association.
Each has its own clubhouse and sponsors an impressive range of social
and recreational activities.

Islanders have also formed a political

organization, the Toronto Island Residents Association, whose mandate
is to preserve the Island community.

TIRA, established in 1969, keeps

abreast of developments relative to the Island's future and keeps in
close touch with its members.

In addition to the social and political

organizations, Islanders support an active Home and School Association
and, through it, provide both funds and a variety of volunteer services
that enable the small Island Public School to provide programmes that
would otherwise be unavailable.

Former principal

Ted Currie has noted
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"We really have a nice situation ~ere we can refuse [help from volunteers], whereas abnost every school in the City is begging for help."
There are also two churches and a variety of other special interest
groups and facilities, such as the Island Canoe Club, the building coop, the food co-op, the housing co-op and the Montessori nursery school,
which have been organized by Islanders to solve particular problems and
fill certain needs.
Island residents keep in touch through a variety of Island newspapers such as The Ward's Island Weekly (founded in 1917), the TIRA
News during the winter months and the regrettably defunct Goose and
Duck, an amusing and informative blend of public announcements, po1itica1 comment and diverse Islandobe1ia (published 1971-1974).
In addition to the above formal community life, Islanders engage
in intense personal interaction: borrowing of food or tools, general
visiting among neighbours, unplanned encounters during ferry boat rides,
and so on.
In conclusion, Islanders appear to share an active formal and
informal community life.

One Island resident aptly suggested that most

Islanders subscribe to what he called "laissez faire socia1ism"blending sturdy independence and individualism with mutual self-help.
c. Boundaries:
Clear physical boundaries are probably the single most important
feature which divides inside from outside and Islanders from non-Is1anders.

1

This is not to say that clear boundaries alone are enough to

create a sense of community (same high rise apartment complexes and
lSee also Sense of Identity, "Boundaries", p. 168
Illustration 23.

and
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low-income housing projects have clear boundaries but precious little
sense

0

1
.
f communlty.

But c 1 ear boundaries can be an important pos-

itive feature, as Ron Mazza notes, "The other thing that's nice about
the Island, is the fact that it's a physically-defined community. which
makes it a ap-iri tua1 comnunity as we11.1\
d. . Isolation
Physical isolation also reinforces a sense of community among
Toronto Islanders.

The Island, of course. is separated from the main-

land by a mile-wide stretch of water. a separation which is reinforced
by the fact that the only access is by ferry.

The sense of isolation

is particularly acute in winter when the ferry is less frequent and
reliable than at other times of year.
Isolation has been a feature of Island life for many years.
Former Islander Alan Howard (1918-1959) comments on the "strange
cameraderie" created, in part, by lithe isolation formed by the water
barrier" that makes the Is land "like a small village far removed from
big communities, that has to provide its own entertainment, its own
activities related to the people who live there".
Islanders have had a somewhat ambivalent attitude toward the
isolation.

Some enjoy it.

cally, "Love it.

Bill Metcalfe, for example, says unequivo-

Love being isolated.

find it both good and bad.

It's not a problem."

But others

Jenny DeTo11y, for example, found her first

winter horribly isolated and lonely.

Nevertheless. she has also been

1see , for example, "Architecture, Interaction and Social Control:
The Case of a large-Scale Housing Project, 11 in Environment and the
Social Sciences: Perspectus and Applications, eds. Joachim F. Woh1wi11
and Daniel H. Carson (Washington, D. C.: American Psychological Association, Inc., 1972) • pp. 126-136.
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fascinated and attracted by the "inter-reliance" and consequent sense
of community created

by the physical isolation.

Even if the political

threat were removed, she believes that the closeness of Islanders,
while perhaps being somewhat reduced, would remain and, in her opinion,
would continue to distinguish the Island community from other places.
e.

Inconveniences:
Living on Toronto Island undoubtedly involves coping with a

number of inconveniences: the lack of stores and other commercial facilities, the ferry and its fairly rigid schedule (and infrequent winter
service), the periodic high water and flooding, the isolation, the
houses which need constant attention, and so on.

Islanders, however,

point to a number of positive aspects of these inconveniences,one of
· h '1S en h anc1ng
.
wh 1C
a sense

'
0f
commun1ty.

1

Freya Godard, for example,

observes:
I think it's a pretty obvious truth that any sort of external
problem does make the community pull together. And of course we
have a political one, the political threat, and the various physical difficulties of living on the Island, such as fire and flood
and the cold and frozen pipes and that sort of thing. I would
hate to see uS without some of these difficulties.
f.

The Boat and Other Public Meeting Places:
The ferry boats, of course, act as a very important community

link, both because the experience of travelling by boat is a very
special one which Islanders share and because the boat itself draws
people physically together.

(See Illustration 27.)

Jenny DeTolly

comments on this aspect of Island community life:
There is, of course, always the common base of the ferry, which
through any season you can meet people, which I think is one of

lSee Sense of Control: "Inconveniences" pp. 322 ff.
for a more
extended discussion of Islanders' attitudes toward inconvenience.

Ongiarain Winter.lme§~a~~nk of

.\

1'1ck1n8 Up tha Globe and Hall Be!Dt1I lIox!< In tho. Clt,.
Toronto lsland Arcblvu
Ellen To b.le

Commuting
Saturday Homing Market ~'erry
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the major contributing factors towards the business of community.
The winter ferry, as Freya Godard discusses ,1 is an especially strong
link because it is smaller, more arduous to travel (creating a bond of
commonly experienced difficulty) and carries very few strangers, since
few park visitors travel to the Island during the winter.

By contrast:

In the summer there's a line up very often, just to get on the
ferry, because of all the visitors. I suppose what it is is that
you no longer know everyone on the ferry. You no longer know
everyone you see, so in some ways the feeling of community [in
the summer] is not very strong, because there are just all these
people one doesn't know) even though we don't particularly dislike
them. You just don't know them.
David Amer comments On how Islanders, in contrast to people in other
places (like the small town of Newcastle, Ontario, where he spent a
year), can meet people in "neutral territory,,2_-public places like the
boat or the beach or the park or the boardwalk or the baseball diamond
or the carless streets--and make preliminary social explorations with
new people, which can be followed up if desired:
Well, I think the first thing that's obvious [when comparing the
Island to other places] is the boats--getting the 7:45, the 8:15
or the 6:45 in the morning, eventually you get to see people and
who they are and the same thing with the boats coming home in the
evening. There's no question if you lived in an apartment building
or a subdivision you could get any of ten buses within a period of
twenty minutes and it's entirely possible you could live at a
place for two years and not even see the person who lived three
or four doors away and that person could come into your proximity
and out of your proximity without becoming a part of your life
and could be a person who would be quite interesting. This way
you get to see those people and you wonder who they are, what

lSee also Ms. Godard's comments about the winter ferry on p.180.
2David Seamon and Christina Norden, ''Marketplace As Place Ballet:
A Swedish Example," Landscape 24 (1980), pp. 35-41, describe a periodic market in a small Swedish ci ty where, as one market-goer suggested,
"You can stop and talk without obligations" (p. 39) and which, the
authors argue, generally promotes a sense of community.

there is about them and there's all sorts of neutral territory
where you can meet them on the street and decide whether you
want to invite them into your house. It probably doesn't happen in small towns. l
g.

Seasonal Rhythms:
1. General

Social life on the Island varies markedly according to the
season, as Elizabeth Amer emphasizes, "As far as social life is concerned, there is a rhythm to it.

It changes with the seasons."

The

summer residents and the park visitors flood over during the summer
months; the ferries are crowded and there are long line-ups on weekends; the community social and recreational activities shift from Algonquin Island Association to the Ward's Island Association; everybody spends a great deal of time in outdoor activities; and the tempo
of social life is generally faster.
2. Winter:
It is during the winter, however, when Islanders, perhaps more
than at any other time of the year, become more aware of themselves as
"Islanders" and as a closely-knit community.

2

Again, they are more

lThis phenomenon of having plentiful neutral territory is also
in marked contrast to many suburban situations. Suzannah Lessard encountered the problem of there being no public, neutral territory
(where an outsider could rest and observe the scene without feeling
"intrusive") in suburbia, while she was researching "Reflections: The
Suburban Landscape: Oyster Bay, Long Island," The New Yorker, October
11, 1976, pp. 44-79. She described suburbia (pp. 47-48):
It seems, indeed, that existence here literally consists of private
realms, with few points of contact between them (and the only realm
accessible to the outsider is his own car). Parks and luncheonettes of the kind in which people dawdle are rare in Oyster Bay.
Such public areas as do exist - parking lots and supermarkets
are hardly terra firma from which to observe and gather in a sense
of place.
2 See also Sense of Enviromnent: "Winter", pp. 271-273.
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isolated then; they encounter more distinct physical inconveniences
then; there are fewer "outsiders" or strangers present then; and
so On.
The important role of winter in creating a sense of community
has a long history, as Alan Howard indicates in discussing the Island
of the pre-Metro era:
It became quite a metropolis in winter time. A tremendously
tight-knit community. All sorts of community activities. I
remember One time they staged a great Christmas festival On the
Main Street and a bitter cold winter when one of the residents
impersonated Santa Claus and the community associations had a
gift for every child there and the whole street was strung with
coloured lights and we all sang carols out there in the bitter
cold. There were a great many activities which tend to knit a
community together.
h. Cars and Social Life:
Islanders mention over and over again how important living in a
car1ess environment is to them.

1

. Among the benefits cited is the pos-

itive impact of having nO cars On Island social 1ife.

2

Several Is1and-

ers commented on this aspect of Island life:
Because you don't have cars, people will tend to go out to walk
and do things and they get out and around and I think that does
[help people meet each other].
(David Harris)
1See also Sense of Environment: "Car1ess Environment",
p.273 , and Il1us tra tions 29 and 30.
2Ag Edward Hall points out, "automobiles insulate man not only
from the environment but from human contac t as well". Edward T. Hall,
The Hidden Dimension (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc.,
1966), p. 177. In a car-free environment, it is much easier for people
to go out walking, to see and come to recognize one another and to
casually meet people, which, of course, may help to reinforce a sense
of connnuni ty. For a different, more positive view of -the automobile
and the highway strip as creators and sustainers of social contact see
J .B. Jackson, liThe Social Landscape~' in Landscapes: Selected Writings
of J.B. Jackson, ed. Ervin H. Zube (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1970), pp. 146-152.
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In Etobicoke when I went out to see David in a track meet, a
Saturday afternoon, absolutely nobody on the streets and I'm
thinking, "If I had to move here, it would kill me. (What
is this?" That's not what people do. They sort of wander
around and see each other.
(David Amer)
1. Some Community Values:

Islanders are linked together not only by sharing a significant and meaningful place or by sharing common problems, but also by
sharing some common values.

The values discussed here certainly do

not form an exclusive list (others, such as patience, toughness, love
of nature and the outdoors. and participation in community life. might
be identified), but the ones included here do seem to contribute to
Islanders' images of themselves.
every value discussed here.
ly held.

Obviously, not every Islander holds

But these values appear to be fairly wide-

And some of the values appear to derive from--or at least be

well in line with--the exigencies of Island living.

It is just as well

to value self-reliance if you are likely to have to repair a broken gas
heater or frozen pipes without the assistance of a repairman or to
value a scavenger society in a situation where it is very difficult to
transport new building materials or new furniture.

It is impossible

to say, from the information collected for this study, whether people
held these values prior to coming to the Island (or were attracted to
the Island in part because they perceived it to be a place where other
people held these values) or whether, through a self-selection process,
those who remain on the Island develop them in order to fit in or
adapt more readily to Island life.

Probably both of these processes

have been at work.
The discussion which follows is based on Islanders' self-perceptions, their images of themselves, and not on any judgement as to

whether they really are more independent or tolerant or self-reliant
or non-conformist or socially mixed than other people.
1.

Individuality and Tolerance:
Islanders see themselves as "individua1s"-- as independent

people who think for themselves, who are "out of the mainstream"
(discussed below), who are "non-conformists", and who are tolerant of
differences in others.

For example, in the introduction to their

"Summary of the Island Residents' Attitudes--as reflected in block
meetings", Islanders wrote:
Out of this activity came a surpr1s1ng (for Islanders pride
themselves on being individuals) degree of agreement on the
principles which should govern an extension of life for the
Island community.1
In a similar vein, when appearing before the Metro Parks Committee on November 29, 1973 to present a brief in favour of retaining
Island homes, TlRA Chairman, Maureen Smith, observed:
Perhaps it is appropriate that I am here to represent these
people. Although I don't like being "typical" anything, I
certainly like it bet ter than being called a "squatter". But
I am quite a typical Islander ..•.
Responses to the 1973 City social survey demonstrated an appreciation for a lack of pressure "to conform" and a to 1erance of individual differences, as did the interviews for this study:
I like the lack of pressure, I guess, the pressure to conform.
(Jenny DeTolly)
[I'd miss] the informa1ness of it. The fact that you can do what
you like and nobody censors you for it. You don't feel that anybody really says, "Tut, tu t, tut." Not that we do anything
different.
(Maureen Smith)

1Appendix C, Toronto's Island Park Neighbourhoods, op. cit.
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Certainly, something that a lot of people value, not only
being able to avoid bureaucracy to a certain extent, but to
be able to build, putter around and not have to be terribly
concerned about officials or one's neighbours being affronted.
Most people have a scruffy boat in some corner of the yard or
maybe a scruffy old house over most of the yard, you know.
That's certainly a cammon feature.
(Peter Cridland)
2. Self-Reliance:
Is landers see thanselves as being self-reliant, resou rceful,
and more self-sufficient than most people.
for example, over convenience.

They value self-reliance,

They point out that simply surviving

on the Island (keeping the houses going, organizing to cope with the
lack of stores or inconvenient transportation service) requires a
fair degree of ingenuity.

"I think on the Island," Jenny DeTolly

comments, "You've got to have a degree of personal resource just to
survive.

I'm absolutely convinced of that."

And they show evident

personal pride in coping with the various inconveniences of Island
life.

1

3. "Out of the Mainstream":
Islanders see themselves as being "out of the mainstream", unconventional, different from most other urbanites.

Mary Madrick, dis-

cussing the rigours of winter life at Centre Island during the 1940's,
observes, '~e were young, most of uS and we rather enjoyed being different, because we were different."

More recently, Terry Tyers com-

ments simply, "It's different and I get pleasure out of its being different."

Bill Metcalfe observes, "Probably it's the people who like

to be isolated from the mainstream" who would like living on the
Island and Elizabeth Amer says laughingly:
lSee also Sense of Control: "Inconveniences" pp. 322-326 for
a lengthier discussion of this topic.
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[I moved year-round to the Island when I was about 15], so, as
usual, I'm moving in the opposite direction of the mainstream,
from the suburbs to the city. I guess you've got to be willing
to be somewhat out of the mainstream in order to find your way
over here, unless you were born here, and then I think the place
has its effect on you. Once you get here, I think the place has
an effect on people.
4.

Anti-Commercialism and Anti-Materialism:
Islanders generally value the lack of commercialism of the

Island as opposed to the City, and of the eastern end of the Island
where they live as opposed to Centre Island where the hot dog stands
and amusement park attractions vie for the attention (and the dollars)
of park visitors.

For example, Jenny DeTolly comments, "[When I

arrived from South Africa], I was very aware of the commercialism of
the City and what I considered the non-commercialness of the Island."
Islanders also value the lack of obvious materialism on the
Island.

They see themselves as being materially unambitious, as being

the opposite of conspicuous consumers and as being uninterested in
lavish display of wealth or status.
itious" or

'~ho

"People who are materially amb-

have to have a private swimming pool and that sort of

luxury status symbol convenient around them" would not be happy living
on the Island, according to Terry Tyers and Peter Holt.

The small

houses, the small lots, and the carless streets, of course, make all
this possible (or necessary), as many Islanders are quick to point out.
Islanders, in short, see themselves as living a more natural, more
authentic, more honest, more relaxed (and more enjoyable) existence
than would be possible elsewhere, where, in their view, status and
wealth and making a fast buck and getting ahead and so on seem to
govern human relations and human ambitions.

-
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5. "Scavenger Society":
Islanders are living in what could be called a "scavenger
society"--or, more politely, a "conserver society" or a "make-do
society"--which is related to the fact that it is difficult to bring
over bulky items (like building materials, furniture and large appliances) and to the fact that many Islanders subscribe to the tenets
of the conserver society (against over-consumption, waste and so on).
They recycle all sorts of things and place a high value on skillfulness in doing this.

Skillful

scavenger and recycler Michael Albrecht

commeu'.ts on this:
It just seemed like everything was free and if you just look in
the right spot, well, everything is, or it's very, very cheap.
And those were the things we looked for and so after a while,
after so many walks on the beach, you begin to know what you can
use. You just always bring home the best pieces and if yo~
aren't going to burn them [in the stove], you build with them in
the summer .... Well, Margaret Copeland's house burned down. I
brought back all the bricks from her chimney and they're going
to go right up there and they're going to be our fireplace and
chimney in our house, on the next floor, maybe in the next 2 Or
3 years. All the panelling we got out of Paul Saltzman's house
when they ripped it down. I knew what the Parks Department was
going to do .... They were just going to go in there and level
Paul Saltzman's house. That's what they do every time. So, just
a couple of days before they were going to do that, [I went in] .
•.. [Lots of Islanders] scavenge. Sure they do •... 1t's terrible
what [the Parks Department] has done, what they've destroyed.
Teperman's takes the stuff apart and recycles it. But these
guys, they just - the antiques they've destroyed.
It is not surprising that the Parks Department (which fenced off, bulldozed and burnt hundreds of houses during the late 1950's and early
1960's) and Islanders (who climbed over fences and helped themselves
to whatever was portable--plumbing, furniture, lumber and so on) have
clashed.

According to their respective sets of values, each views the

other as "vandals".

-
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"Lifestyle Over Worksty1e":
Is landers, as Davi d Harris expresses it, tend to va1u e "life-

style over worksty1e".

Many Islanders see themselves not only as not

being materially ambitious, but also as not being ambitious in their
careers--a related phenomenon of course,since Island life is re1atively cheap and enables people to put other interests ahead of career
interests.

This is not to say that Islanders are not successful in

their work--many are--on1y that they are less inclined to devote
themselves who1e-hearted1y to "getting ahead".

This is also not to

say that every Islander is unambitious in his or her career, only
that a number of them (of different ages and backgrounds and careers)
acknowledged that they personally, and many of their friends, were
not.

The Island itself, of course, has many attractions and opportun-

ities for people who wish to concentrate on non-work pursuits (such as
sailing, cycling, nature, and so on),

And a number of Islanders place

a high value on pursuing these other interests.
7.

Social Mix:
Islanders see themselves as fonning a socially mixed connnunity

and take pride and pleasure in this.

1

The community may not be as

1Christopher Winters, "The Social Identity of Evolving Neighborhoods ," .cp. cit., pp. 9-11, discusses "self-consciously heterogeneous
neighborhoods" (both racially and economically mixed) as a growing
pehnomenon of the 1970's. Rather than trying to sort themselves out
according to race or economic status, some people are consciously and
deliberately trying to live in heterogeneous areas. Whether they will
be successful (whether the areas will remain mixed or will eventually
become more homogeneous--and whether people will change their minds
and decide that they really would prefer a homogeneous area, remains
to be seen), Nevertheless, social mix has become a positive value
for a growing number of people (and has entered the canon of "good
planning principles ") •
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socially or economically mixed as they perceive it to be (the 1973
City social survey indicated, for example, that only 6% of those
reporting their occupations were "blue collar"),

1

but they do have

both rich and poor members; status and wealth differences are not as
marked as elsewhere; and they do have residents with very different
backgrounds and interests.

The value of living in a mixed community

(mixed in interests as well as social profile) was mentioned repeatedly in the 1973 City survey.

One respondent, for ex:ample, wrote, "The

community on the Island is a unique one, one which planners dream of,
consisting of people of all ages and incomes. II

And, again, in the

interviews conducted for this study, respondents emphasized the value
of living in a socially mixed community.

For example:

What makes the Island such a nice place is the unique people. I
think this is what makes it such a nice place to live, because you
just take my situation. I have a neighbour on this side and he's
a potter and she does weaving. The other side, he's a lecturer
and I could go down further and could find a plumber, people from
every walk of life and I think that's what really gives it its
flavour.
(Memory Shearing)
The wide range of people the community contains is very important.
I enjoy the fact that there is variety here and value that .... I
don't think I want the straight-jacket of relating only to people
who are doing something similar to that which we do.
(Terry Tyers)
Over here we're all paying the same thing, you know, and we all
live in the same sort of houses, you know. There's the rich and
there's the poor. There's people on mother's allowance, people
on welfare, and people that make really good money. It's just a
thing that happens because the houses are the way they are, the
fact that you have to rely on your neighbours, you know, like being cut off from stores and things .•.. It's not a money thing. And
we didn't know until it came out in the paper that
had
IToronto's Island Park Neighbourhoods, op. cit. It is impossible to tell if there was any systematic bias in the reporting, for
example if tlblue collar" individuals were less likely to fill out the
ques tionnaire.
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that kind of money and their kid had just been in here playing
with Chris and they pay two dollars, the same as everybody else,
so their kid can go to Supervision. They're not sending them off
to some great exclusive camp or something. They're just interested in the way of life over here, the same as we are. And that's
kind of nice, to have that kind of mix, that everybody's the same
and there isn't this money distinction.
(Maxine Wilson)
j. Ward's and Algonquin:

Social Images:

Outsiders perhaps tend to lump all Islanders together into one
group, but over the years

Islanders themselves have made finer

tinctions among the different Islands and within each Island.

disNow, as

before when there were still residential communities at Centre and
Hanlan's Point, Islanders know their own Island best, engage in most
of their social activities on their home Island and generally feel most
favourably toward their own Island.
therefore, is not a homogeneous one.

The remaining Island community,
Some of the distinctions Island-

ers make among themselves between Ward's and Algonquin and within each
Island are examined here.
ial and physical features.

These images are based on an amalgam of socWhile it is impossible to divorce completely

the one from the other, emphasis in this section is on social images,l
1. Inte r- Is land !mag es :

Whether or not accurate from a statistical point of view, many
Islanders do perceive some distinct differences between Ward's and

ISee Sense of Environment: "Ward I S and Algonquin: Physical
Images ", pp. 274-276,
for a more detailed discuss ion of perceived
physical differences.
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Algonquin

l

and some would agree with the life-long Algonquin Islander

who observed, "There's a big difference between Algonquin and Ward's
to my mind.

They are really two separate communities."

note of caution should be sounded, however.
should not be over-emphasized.

A preliminary

The differences perceived

Many Islanders, no doubt, would agree

with Bill Metcalfe's comments that although there are differences,
"Any sense of communi~ I feel here, I feel about the whole thing."
Islanders tend to regard Algonquin Islanders as more conventionaI, more affluent, more stable, more family-oriented, more professionaI, even more "suburban" than Ward's Islanders.

Conversely, they tend

to See Ward's Islanders as more unconventional, transient, and "looser"
(in their attitudes and social relations).

One former Algonquin Is-

lander comments on some of these differences:
I think they're different. The people on Ward's Island generally
seem to be a lot looser than you would find on Algonquin. Algonquin seems sort of suburban. A lot of older people live on
lThe following comments are based on the statistics collected for
the City's report Toronto's Island Park Neighbourboods, op. cit. Same
of the differences mentioned most frequently by Islanders are not borne
out by the available statistics. For example, that Algonquin has more
professionals than Ward's does (40% of the Algonquin respondents and
41% of the Ward's respondents held professional jobs); or that Algonquin Islanders are more affluent than Ward's Islanders (43% of the Algonquin respondents and 48% of the Ward's respondents reported earning
more than $12,000; perhaps, however, a difference might emerge at a
higher level of income than was investigated here). In fact, in terms
of most categories investigated (such as age, income, education, occupation) Ward's and Algonquin residents appeared to be quite similar.
Among the most notable differences (which are also reflected in Islanders' images) are the fact that Ward's has far more summer residents
than Algonquin (34% of the Ward's respondents compared with 8% of the
Algonquin residents said they were summer residents); and the fact that
Algonquin has more families with children (59% of the Algonquin households compared with only 47% of the Ward's households), while Ward's
has more non-family households (28% on Ward's compared with 20% on
Algonquin) and more single-person households (Ward's has 16% compared
with Algonquin's 8%).

- 212 -

Algonquin and they all have their little patch of grass and
fence in front. You get the feeling they were fairly established and set in their views, whereas you never feel that
about most of the people on Ward's. Partly they're so close to
their neighbours. You have to be a bit looser. There seem to
be a lot of professional people on Algonquin. I don't know
about Ward's Island, what the proportion would be.
Many comments similar to these were made by people interviewed for
this study.
2.

Intra-Island Differences:
As Ward's Islander Freya Godard said, "The Island isn't just one

social group with one set of rules.
cul tures and groups."

It is really a collection of sub-

Obvious ly, there are few clear boundaries

between groups, but much over-lap.

Nevertheless, Islanders do make

social distinctions within each Island.
On Algonquin, Algonquin Islanders identified (using various

terms) such groups as: the "new Islanders" (i.e., people who have moved
to the Island, especially in about the last 10 years) and the "old
Islanders" J the (young) professionals, the sailors, and the AlA acti vists.
OnWard's, Ward's Islanders identified such groups as: the "new
Islanders" and the "old Islanders" (further sub-divided into Ward's
Islanders and former Centre Islanders and former Hanlan's Pointers),
the summer Islanders and the year-round Islanders, the "baseball players" (or "jocks", who tend to be old Islanders who also play hockey
together), the (young) profess ionals, the artisans, and the "freaks"
or "long hairs".
The most consistently mentioned distinctions (and the ones having the most significance for the political situation) are the summer
Islanders (as opposed to the year-round Islanders) and the old
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Islanders (as opposed to the new Islanders).

There is a good deal of

over-lap, however, especially on Ward's between summer Islanders and
old Islanders, because many of the summer residents have been coming
to the Island for many years.
3.

Summer Residents:
One of the touchiest social issues on the Island is probably

the fate of the summer Islanders.

TIRA policy always has been to

fight for them, as well as the year-round residents.

But there is

no doubt that the presence of the summer residents has damaged the
Islanders' political case, especially in

recent years.

Politicians

have continued to paint the Island as a "summer cottage enclave for
the rich" (even when the statistics do not support such a view) 1 and
a number of politicians who favour saving Island houses from destruction are nevertheless opposed to allowing summer residents to remain.
Islanders themselves have mixed views on the subject of summer
Islanders.

Among year-round residents, the views range from outright

(though generally concealed and unspoken) hostility, through ambivalence, to staunch support.

Open hostility is candidly related in the

following comments:
I hear my reputation with summer Islanders was a bit tarnished.
Somewhere along the line they had learned what my attitude to
summer Islanders was. Which wasn't very nice .... Just to see the
whole lot at the bo~tom of the Lake. Well, to be quite honest
wi th you, I'd spent five years slogging my bloody gu ts out to
save the houses here, doing the best I could, best job I could.
And these bastards would come in the summer and bounce around
saying, "Anyone for tennis?", as though it was their own bloody
island. And then they'd push us around and act in such an arrogant way that they used to make me so angry I daren't even speak
IThe City report, op. cit., pp. 3B - 3.9 points out that about
75% of the population is year-round and that 87% of the houses are
occupied year-round.
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to some of them •.•. They'd all come over on the first of July and
it was their Island. That sort of feeling .... And they'd done
nothing. Nothing •... They're no~ all like that. 1 mean, people
like
, the younger ones tend to be more realistic .••• And
another thing is they seem to have the impression, "Nothing else
happens on the Island once we're gone." "The whole thing goes
into limbo, because we're not here, nothing is happening. II "Nothing else happens. The only thing that makes the Island worth
living here is the Ward's Association and what happens in the
summer. "
Others have mixed feelings about the summer Islanders.

They

feel neither whole-hearted support nor whole-hearted hostility:
The obvious conflict [is]: what are these bastards doing coming
here in the summertime and that's all and how that jeopardizes
our political situation. [Is that attitude widespread?] I
certainly hope so. However, at the same time, my second thought
is: they're entitled because they are our heritage; they made
uS what we are today to a large extent ...• To my mind it's part
of the tradition that has brought this community together and
gave uS our history.
Well. I know______ feels very strongly against summer Islanders.
They've been
or a long time. You don't like to feel a whole
bunch, because they're your friends and if you're going to get
really uptight about them, you can't be their friends. So I
don't feel.
And others are staunch supporters, who view them as friends and
valuable parts of the community:
What the summer Islanders have given really is a sense of t=adition.
There's a Ward's Island Association. There's a clubhouse. There
are events to take part in. There's Gala Day. There are all of
these things and people have to work and pull together and [they
have] this sort of community spirit.

No, please don't use that expression "summer Islanders". No,
they're being tarred with a brush, which is most unfair. No, they
are hard-working people ••.• The summer people, they are extremely
good in that [giving time and money to the community]. You'll
find they are more the old time people that have been here for a
good many years. They not only give their money but of their time.
They're the first to volunteer for any project.

Summer Islanders themselves reflect a number of views.

Same

feel a measure of guilt about their situation (and its possible impact
on the future of the communi ty); same feel a degree of paranoia (that
the year-round Islanders resent them and might eventually jettison
them); and some feel hostility toward year-round, especially newer
Islanders.

Part of this hostility is based on a generational conflict

over such things as neatness (e.g., in personal appearance and house
maintenance), as respect for the old way of doing things (e.g., declining prestige of the WIA) , and as political strategy (e.g., whether to
demonstrate at City Hall, which is discussed later).
Friction between the summer and year-round residents should not
be over-emphasized.

But it is natural that the two groups would have

different perceptions and the potential for conflict does lurk beneath
the su rf ace.
k. Big City - Small Town:

Social Images:

The special qualities of one place may be detected. in part, by
comparing and contrasting it with other places.

1

Islanders' images of

the Island are related to their images both of the big city and the
small town.

In both cases, their images are mixed, containing both

positive and negative features.

Here the emphasis is on social images;

but, as noted elsewhere, the social and physical aspects which form the
total images cannot be completely disentangled.
1 See also Sense of Identity. pp.

2

169-171.

2See also Sense of Environment: flUrban Proximity - Pastoral
Retreat") pp. 276-278
for a discussion which concentrates on the
physical aspects of Islanders' images of the City.

