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Toronto’s Hippie Disease: End Days in the Yorkville
Scene, August 1968

STUART HENDERSON

Abstract

In mid-summer, 1968, the idea that the hip Yorkville district represented a
pox on the face of Toronto became a kind of reality: Hepatitis appeared to be
taking over the scene. Throughout the 1960s, Yorkville had been framed as a
neighborhood at risk, a symbolically “sick community” by its many detractors.
It had been variously described as a “festering sore” and a “madhouse” by
city fathers. But with an apparent Hepatitis epidemic came the opportunity to
establish Yorkville as a new variety of illness. Yorkville was no longer figura-
tively sick, it was now quite literally infected. Throughout the month of August,
1968, Yorkville’s hip youth culture became the lepers of Toronto. Even though
when by September all evidence showed that the Hepatitis rate in Yorkville
was in no way indicative of an epidemic — all but two of the Villagers tested
turned out to be intravenous drug users, signifying that the disease was being
spread through dirty needles, not food or water — the damage was done, and
Yorkville’s hip scene would never recover. Interrogating this pivotal episode
in the Yorkville narrative, this paper explores the role of local media in the
acceleration and dissemination of fears associated with a Hepatitis outbreak
that, really, never was.

Résumé

Au milieu de I'été 1968, I'idée que le district branché de Yorkville représente
un bouton au milieu du visage de Toronto devient réalité: I’ hépatite semble
occuper le devant de la scéne. Au cours des années 1960, les nombreux
détracteurs de Yorkville qualifient I endroit de quartier a risque, une “com-
munauté symboliquement malade” . Les édiles urbains en parlent entre autres
comme d'une “plaie purulente” et d’'wme “maison de fous”. Mais, avec
I’apparente épidémie d'hépatite, se présente I’ occasion d implanter I'idée que
Yorkville est un nouveau genre de maladie. Yorkville n’ est plus malade au sens
figuré, il est maintenant littéralement infecté. Au cours du mois d aoiit 1968,
les jeunes branchés de Yorkville deviennent les lépreux de Toronto. Au mois
de septembre, il semble évident que le taux d hépatite a Yorkville n’indique

JOURNAL OF THE CHA 2006 REVUE DE LA SHC
New Series, Vol. 17, no. 1/Nouvelle série, vol. 17, n° 1 205



JOURNAL OF THE CHA 2006 REVUE DE LA SHC

aucunement qu’il y a épidémie — toute la population est contrdlée et on ne
découvre que deux utilisateurs de drogues injectables parmi elle. Ce résultat
signifie que la maladie est transmise par des aiguilles usagées, et non par les
aliments ou I’ eau, mais le dommage est déja fait, et Yorkville ne s’en remettra
Jjamais. Interrogation sur cette période charniére de I’ histoire de Yorkville,
Iarticle examine le role des médias locaux quant a I'accélération et a la
propagation des peurs associée au commencement d'une épidémie d’ hépatite
qui, en réalité, n’a jamais eu lieu.

In theory, any visitor to Yorkville who ate in a café, bought any object or
contacted any person, may have been exposed to the disease ... which can
eventually lead to death. (emphasis added)

Toronto Star, 7 August 1968

All sorts of guys are swearing at you if you come near them ... One lady
screamed at me, ‘Don’t breathe near me, you I” (emphasis added)
“Luke the Drifter,” Toronto Star, 13 August 1968

It’s a bellybutton, a natural point of intersection. Yorkville, a tiny district con-
sisting of two main arteries sandwiched between Avenue Road to the west,
Yonge Street to the east, Bloor Street to the south and Davenport Road to the
north, sits in the geographic centre of Metropolitan Toronto.!

And, during the 1960s this one-half square kilometre of boutiques, cafés,
and art galleries also found itself at the centre of Toronto’s youthful coun-
terculture — its students, hippies, artists, greasers, bikers, and others who
congregated in and around the district, enjoyed the live music and theatre in its
many coffee houses, its low-rent housing in overcrowded Victorian walk-ups,
and its perceived saturation with anti-establishment energy.? For a period of
roughly 10 years, and to the distress and consternation of local merchants and
their well-heeled patrons, Yorkville served as a crossroads for Toronto’s youth

The author wishes to express his thanks to Karen Dubinsky and Ian McKay for their com-
mitment to this project. This article was prepared with support from the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada.

1 Portions of this article appeared, in another form, in the Toronto Star, 28 May, 2006.

2 For a problematic, but comprehensive anthropological study of such identity categories, see
Reginald G. Smart, et al., The Yorkville Subculture: A Study of the Life Styles and Interactions
of Hippies and Non-Hippies, prepared from the field notes of Gopala Alampur, (Toronto:
Addiction Research Foundation, 1969). For our purposes below, I shall employ such identity
categories with care, recognizing their mutability while appreciating their centrality and rel-
evance to the scene at the time. Virtually every one of my interview subjects painted Villagers
inside of these four frames; only when pressed did they admit the instability of the catego-
ries.
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culture, as a venue for experimentation with hip lifestyles and beliefs, and as
an apparent refuge from hegemonic ideology and the stifling common-sense it
constructs.>

The early Yorkville scene is often remembered (by both its observers
and its participants) as a largely happy, even idyllic neighborhood peopled by
bohemian artists, poets, and musicians, whose calm was eventually shattered
by relentless police incursions, “weekend hippies,” under-age girls (derisively
termed ‘“teenyboppers”), injectable amphetamines, and unabated coercive
municipal pressure.* Indeed, as the early 1960s became the late Sixties — a
paradigm shift frequently characterized (both then and now) as a swing from
innocence to cynicism, idealism to nihilism — Yorkville moved beyond its role
as a mere popular nuisance in the public imagination.

When Syl Apps, Chair of Parliament’s Select Committee on Youth (and
former captain of the Toronto Maple Leafs), famously decried Yorkville as “a
festering sore in the middle of the city” in the spring of 1967, a new era was
beginning in earnest.’> By the end of that year, Yorkville was increasingly linked
to violence, drug abuse, addiction, homelessness, and disease; for many of the

3 Hip and hipness are difficult, ephemeral categories. However, they are used below with a
deliberate hand, and should be defined before we continue. The word ‘hip’ is, like the word
‘cool’, ancient black American argot which was, through a complicated process of cultural
appropriation, brought into urban white North America in the early twentieth century. Hip,
from the Wolof hepi (to see, to have one’s eyes open), is a rare surviving slave term, and
clearly retained significance among slaves living through the persistent physical threat that
was the ‘peculiar institution’. Thus ‘hipness’ refers, in its original and purest definition, to an
ability to understand, to be aware, to be enlightened. Hip youth, then, in the Yorkville context,
were those who sought out new ways of understanding, awareness, and enlightenment (often
through drug use, alternative sexual relations and experience, and a rejection of material
wealth and culture). See Clarence Major, Juba to Jive: a Dictionary of African American Slang
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1994). See also John Leland, Hip: The History (New York: Echo,
2004) for a fun, wide-ranging and informative account of the complicated process of hipness
and American culture. It should be noted that Leland’s book rather unapologetically glosses
over the 1960s youth movements for no apparent reason.

4 This frame can be observed in at least three retrospective treatments of the district. See, for
example, Doug Owram, Born at the Right Time: A History of the Baby-Boom Generation
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 210-15; Myrna Kostash, Long Way From Home
(Toronto: James Lorimer and Co., 1980), 107-44; Pierre Berton, /967: Canada’s Turning
Point (Toronto: Seal Books, 1997), 163-92. This article is part of a continuing project, a Ph.D.
dissertation entitled “Making the Scene: Yorkville and the Toronto Counterculture, 1960-
1970.” Through my research, I have uncovered a variety of episodes and other evidence that
counterbalances this romantic memory of pre-1967 Yorkville.

5 Globe and Mail (April 7, 1967), 1. While a player, Apps was famously pure and chaste in
his lifestyle and manner. “Maple Leafs owner Conn Smythe would often introduce him at
banquets as ‘Syl Apps, my captain, who doesn’t drink, smoke, or swear.”” Salvatore Ianni,
Syl Apps: A Maple Leafs Legend, <www.penaltybox.com/legends/syl_apps.html, 3/15/2001>,
(viewed 22 April 2006).
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Villagers who had been a part of the scene prior to the summer of 1967, the
Village no longer offered what they were looking for. One year later most of the
earlier waves of hip youth had turned away from their former haunts — all of
“the true hippies” © had left, according to Yorkville activist and media darling
David DePoe.’

What remained in their stead as Yorkville entered the summer of 68 was
a sizeable, diffusive assortment of young people. While many of them were
committed in the same ways as their predecessors to what they took to be the
hippie ideals of authenticity and peacefulness, continuing to get high on LSD,
marijuana, and the psychedelic music scene, a small but crucial minority of
them were experimenting with newly available, and highly addictive, inject-
able amphetamines. Moreover, many of these new Villagers, having traveled
across great distances to make the scene, were homeless, and were perpetually
suffering from the effects of privation. To make matters worse, the availabil-
ity of casual sex had increased the spread of various venereal diseases, while
overcrowding in Village crashpads was promoting poor sanitation and hygiene
practices. Many of the issues so loudly harped upon by Apps and his ilk the
previous year were now indisputably apparent.

Finally, in mid-summer 1968, the notion that Yorkville’s hippie ghetto rep-
resented a pox on the face of Toronto became a kind of reality. Throughout July,
Women’s College Hospital (which supervised a Yorkville-based “hippie clinic”
under the charmingly literal name “Trailer”) admitted an unusual number of
patients suffering from hepatitis.® Aware of rumours that this social disease was

6 This category is problematic, and prone to the vicissitudes of opinion. However, David
DePoe’s own romantic definition of what comprised the “true hippie” (altruism, individualism,
and activism) harmonizes with most others from the period: “A true hippy [sic] is somebody
who has dropped out of normal society because he doesn’t like the de-humanization and de-
personalization that goes on. Having dropped out of all that jazz he is actively engaged in
trying to create a new society with more meaning. You never find a true hippy [sic] just sitting
around. He’s talking or organizing or working. He’s got something going for himself ...,”
Voice of the Annex (Autumn 1967): 1. In many ways, this paper (and my dissertation) aims to
unpack this notion of “authentic” Village identity.

7 DePoe was profiled on the cover of the Toronto Star-produced Star Weekly Magazine in
September 1967. He was given the moniker “Super Hippie” in a move he now refers to as a
betrayal. David DePoe, interview by author, 20 December 2004.

8 Trailer was housed in a trailer, parked in an empty lot on Avenue Road, at the corner of
Yorkville Ave. Run under the auspices of the Jewish Family and Child Service, Trailer was
among the first street clinics in Toronto. According to Suzanne DePoe, who ran Trailer in
1968 (until she was felled by hepatitis): “My job was to basically be a referral point. So, it just
required some basic organizational skills and smarts. Like, what we were there to do was to
get underage kids off the streets, get bad trips treated, get them down to Queen Street [Mental
Hospital] to get treated. Get people with medical problems into the hospital, and into the clinic
at Women’s College [Hospital]. There was a lot of V-D in the Village. Like that. So, that’s what
I was doing. People would, you know, stagger into the Trailer and I would deal with them.”
Suzanne DePoe, interview by author, 14 March 2006.
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an issue in the ziber-hip Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco, the clinic
became concerned about the prospect of a similar outbreak.® Although Trailer
and Women’s College tried to keep their findings quiet while awaiting the
results of further tests, local media were surreptitiously alerted to the possibil-
ity of a “hippie disease” at work right in the heart of English Canada’s biggest
city. Rather predictably for media that had become collectively obsessed with
covering the tiny enclave of Toronto youth culture, they over-reacted.'?

The next morning, front page headlines warning of the spread of a con-
tagious, mutable form of a fatal disease likely terrified local readers. Dire
admonitions to keep out of Yorkville came from all directions. Within days,
“hippies,” and anyone who might be associated with them, were denied ser-
vice at restaurants and shops outside of the Village. Throughout the month of
August 1968, Yorkville’s hip youth became the lepers of Toronto. Even after
all available evidence showed that the hepatitis rate in Yorkville was in no way
indicative of an epidemic — all but two of the Villagers turned out to be intra-
venous drug users, suggesting that the disease was being spread through dirty
needles, not food or water — the damage was done.!! As fears over the degen-
erating character of Yorkville reached their apotheosis, the scene was delivered
a killing stroke by this specious, media-exaggerated hepatitis “epidemic.”

This article outlines the process whereby Yorkville became the expected
stage for the performance of ‘“counterculture,” a process which saw the
“Village” re-cast as a foreign territory and, eventually, a “cancer.” Its main
purpose is to demonstrate that with the exaggerated hepatitis “epidemic” came
a long-awaited opportunity for conservative authorities (and others unhappy
with the development of a hip youth centre in the heart of Toronto) to officially
declare Yorkville to be a “sick community,” and to initiate its “break-up.” As
conservative discourse over Yorkville moved from the figurative (speculation
about hip irrationality, madness, and foreignness) to the literal (Yorkville as the

9 For a good, tight overview and history of the relationship between a counterculture ghetto and
health crises, see David E. Smith, et al., “The Health of Haight-Ashbury” in Howard S. Becker,
ed., Culture and Civility in San Francisco (San Francisco: Transaction Inc, 1971), 77-100.

10 The three Toronto newspapers (the Star, the Telegram, and the Globe and Mail) had their own
particular takes on the Village scene throughout the 1960s, and it is dangerous to lump them
together. If, in general, the Star was cautiously liberal, the Globe centrist, and the Telegram
conservative, each of them offered at least one staff writer or editorialist who frustrated these
general expectations. For instance, the Star had Ron Haggart, unrelenting champion of the
scene throughout the 1960s; the Globe had Michael Valpy, himself a Villager and friend to
the Diggers; and the Telegram had Sheila Gormley, who would openly criticize her paper’s
anti-hip stance in a 1970 book on youth and drug use. See Marcel Martel, Not This Time:
Canadians, Public Policy and the Marijuana Question, 1961-1975 (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2006), 15-16. However, in the case of the hepatitis epidemic, all three outlets
reacted with a similarly exaggerated response.

11 E.W.R. Best, “Introduction,” Hepatitis in Yorkville, 1968: Report of the Co-ordinating
Committee (Ontario Department of Health, 15 September 1969), 4.
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manifestation of the infectious potential of hip hedonism), the Village faced its
final confrontation with a Toronto establishment bent on its destruction.

“Making the Scene” in Yorkville, 1960-1968

By the end of the 1950s, Toronto’s diminutive bohemian community began to
descend upon Yorkville after having been driven out of the area around Gerrard
Street, a few blocks south, when it was torn down to make room for an expand-
ing Toronto General Hospital. At the time, Yorkville played host to a very few
clothing stores and restaurants, and the flats above these establishments were
often occupied by their proprietors, many of whom were recent immigrants
from war-scarred Eastern Europe. Following years of post-war suburbaniza-
tion projects, which had drawn many Torontonians from the core of the city
further North, East, and West, Toronto’s newly empty inner-city Victorian and
Edwardian houses had become home to European transplants.!2 As such, 1950s
Torontonians knew of Yorkville (and generally lamented its status) as an ethnic
ghetto.!3

Throughout the 1950s, Yorkville’s new immigrant population established
distinctly European enterprises. Among these, the coffee house was among
the freshest innovations, and certainly the most significant for the future of
Yorkville. For many bored students and artists, perhaps equally enamored of
Baudelaire, Sartre, and Kerouac, the coffee house suggested a hip hangout
unlike any previously known to the city. According to Clifford Collier, part of
the first wave of Village hipsters, such tastes of Euro-flavour were a revela-
tion: “I mean there were never coffee houses in Toronto,” he explained. “The
closest thing we had to anything fancy was Diana Sweets [a tea room]! [And]
because of the Europeans coming into Toronto after the war, here were coffee
houses.”

12 The related processes of suburbanization and immigration verily defined Toronto’s demo-
graphic shifts in the post-war period. For a detailed discussion of the distribution of immigrants
in Toronto following World War II (and of the variety of challenges they were made to meet),
see Franca lacovetta, Such Hardworking People: Italian Immigrants in Postwar Toronto
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1993). On suburbanization, see
Richard Harris’ excellent Creeping Conformity: How Canada Became Suburban, 1900-1960
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004) for an account of the development of “corpo-
rate” suburbs in the post-war period. For a synthetic examination of these key processes, see
Veronica Strong-Boag, “Home Dreams: Women and the Suburban Experiment in Canada,
1945-1960,” Canadian Historical Review 72,4 (1991): 471-504.

13 Mary Millichamp, daughter of a prominent Toronto family, opened a pioneering restaurant in
Yorkville in the late 1940s, only to be admonished by her high society friends. As she told a
journalist in the early 1960s, her friends swore up and down that they would “never patronize
anything ‘on that street!”” Quoted in Barbara Elizabeth Key, “The Growth of Yorkville” (B.A.
thesis, York University, 1967), 32.

14 Clifford Collier, interview by author, 15 June 2006.
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Toronto’s City Council was generally supportive of such developments, at
least at first. Yorkville, as part of a much-lauded gentrification project at work
in the Bay-Bloor area, was, at least by day, becoming known as a centre for
Euro-chic fashion and design, and for what was still being referred to as the
“carriage trade.”! But, after dark, European residents, shopowners, and some
of their clientele took to mixing with curious youth from around the city in local
coffee houses. It was through this fruitful intermingling of European émigrés,
middle-class Torontonians, and Beat youth (a short-lived and vague movement
comprised of aspiring poets, musicians, artists, and students from the nearby
University of Toronto), that the Yorkville scene began its development into
Toronto’s dominant hip centre.!®

If hip is forged through the alchemy of intermingled Others, a position
suggested by journalist John Leland in his entertaining study of the vicissitudes
of hipness in American culture, then Yorkville offered Toronto a veritable cru-
cible.!” Within the ranks of artists, poets, and musicians flocking to the Village
by 1963 were middle-class WASPS, Jews, homosexuals, Southern Italians
and Eastern Europeans, all breathing the same smoke-dry coffee house air.!8

15 The “carriage trade” was really a euphemism for upper-class female shopping and consump-
tion. The predominance of expensive gown shops and artisans’ boutiques in the Village
throughout the 1960s suggests that many of the people frequenting the district would have
been counted among the wealthier women in the city and beyond. For example, Yorkville, by
1967, was home to Helmar of London (a dress designing salon boasting a selection of imported
fabrics and nine in-house seamstresses, offering gowns for between $100 and $1000); Pot
Pourri (a similar, but somewhat less dear, dress designing salon); the Recamier Boutique (the
owner of which traveled to Europe twice each year to buy new gowns); along with a number
of “sportswear, hats, furs, and wig boutiques as well as several haute couture salons for styling
hair, [all of which] cater[ed] to the female customer.” Moreover, bath boutiques, candle shops,
and stores devoted to imported merchandise and curios from India, Persia, and Japan helped
fill out the short blocks. Key, “Growth of Yorkville,” 41.

16 Beat identity, knotty and defiant of simple definition, must be understood as the dominant
influence on what would come to be known as the Hippie identity. However, any over-empha-
sis on the sway Beat Toronto had in their immediate time period (say, 1957-1962) would be
foolish. At their height, the Toronto Beats were but a tiny manifestation of youth identity;
they were among the most fascinating to the established order, perhaps, but were by no means
the vanguard of some immediate groundswell. Their greatest contemporary contribution, and
the contribution with which this study is most concerned, was the Beat propensity for new,
exciting, and otherwise under-appreciated innovations in the world of art, film, music, and
literature. Their experimentalism contributed to an atmosphere, in those few establishments
that catered to their ilk, of spontaneity and cacophonous energy. For an investigative report
on Toronto’s Beat scene, see Toronto Star (3 March 1959). For a detailed and important study
of the Beats (in America), see Leerom Medovoi, Rebels: Youth and the Cold War Origins of
Identity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), especially Chapter Six.

17 See Leland, Hip.

18 For example, a gay coffee house (The Mousehole), run by Clifford Collier, was a popular
Yorkville haunt, and Collier recalls there being generally positive gay-straight relations in the
early 1960s. Clifford Collier, interview by author, 5 June 2006. The “Greasers” (working-class
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Opening their eyes to the others around them, sharing misgivings and frustra-
tions with liberal capitalist hegemony, and aiming to devise new and perhaps
less formalized social conventions, Yorkville’s coffee house scenesters pro-
moted open-eyed awareness and escape from the mauvaise foi they believed to
have enslaved their contemporaries in the suburbs.!?

Into the 1960s, Yorkville would emerge as Canada’s expected stage for the
twinned performances of youth and hip. Set apart, circumscribed by boundar-
ies both arbitrary and ultimately significant, Yorkville became known to all as
“the Village”; it was a zone of difference, a kind of unhinged space in which
participants could play at alternative identity performance. Outside of the
confines of the district, such apparently countercultural activities as drug use
or liberated sexuality, or such countercultural aesthetics as long hair and thrift
shop fashions, were read by Torontonians as performances of Yorkville.20 As
such, Yorkville played out for many Canadians (as thousands of young people
crossed the country to take part in the scene) and for most Torontonian baby
boomers curious enough to check it out, as a means to approach social rebellion
merely by being someplace.

People, in the idiom of 1960s hip culture, used the expression “making
the scene” to refer to this being someplace, as though it was the people, not
the structures, which constituted the scenery in any given location. (We made
the scene last night around 10 o’clock; Sally made the scene a few hours
later, and so on.) There is a connotation here, perhaps hidden after decades of
disuse, which suggests that these hip folks recognized the power of presence
in creating meaning in any particular locus. The same way that an actor on a
sparse, even empty stage can make the scene around her seem to respond to
her, and not the other way around; the phrase “making the scene” can refer to
the way that we, as human actors, do something of the same thing to our own
surroundings.

youth, usually of southern or eastern European extraction), for example, had begun to drift
through the scene at the same time as had their Beat counterparts. Throughout the 1960s, in
fact, Greasers comprised a key identity group in the Yorkville scene, despite persistent reports
emphasising the exclusively hippie identity of the Village. For a subjective, but instructive
insider’s history of the Greaser scene, see James E. Smith, “I Wish I Was A Fish: A Search For
Live Options in Yorkville” (unpublished memoir, 1972). Throughout the 1960s, Smith ran a
Drop-In Centre at St-Paul’s-Avenue Road United Church, on the periphery of the Village.

19 Dave DePoe recalls the early, Beat-influenced scene: “When I first started to go there in "63 it
was very Beat, basically. Sort of like: you go there and you listen to poetry, music, and y ’know.
That year I had a friend who was a poet in residence at U of T and together we started going
to Yorkville, to this coffee house where a poet could just get up and read something and then
somebody would sing a couple of songs.” David DePoe, interview by author, 29 December
2004.

20 Throughout the 1960s, and especially after 1966, the words “hippie” and “Yorkville” were
used interchangeably in the local media: “Yorkville youth” was shorthand for hippie.
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“Making the scene” in Yorkville, then, was what everyone was up to, and
all the time, as the place was up for grabs, as it became a battleground over
identity, meaning, and truth. In effect, the politicians, hippies, bikers, speed
freaks, shop owners, and teenyboppers alike were all active participants, all
performers, in the continuous making and re-making of Yorkville throughout
the 1960s, as each tried to imbue the stage with his own meaning.2! The
competing heuristics variously endorsed and propagated by each interest and
identity group all shared the same central point of reference: Yorkville was a
cultural theatre, the central stage on which this pageant would play out.?

Into the mid-1960s, the coffee house scene exploded in Yorkville. Offering
outdoor patios and cramped stages for the suddenly cool folk musicians and
poets who claimed the neighborhood, the coffee houses were, very early on, a
kind of hip theatre.?3 As local artists hung their neo-Dadaist work on the walls,
as poets stood spontaneously upon their benches and shouted impulsively
concocted verse, as folksingers sat scribbling their thoughts at tables littered
with crumpled papers and cigarette ash, any visitor to the scene could see
that at least part of the allure of the coffee house was its spectacle of differ-
ence.2* Indeed, many commentators on the scene emphasized this very point

21 In making this claim, I am following gender theorist Judith Butler, and in particular her
assertion that “there is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender ..., identity is per-
formatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results.” In her view,
gender is not a stable, foundational feature of one’s identity, but rather the expected manner in
which one might act. Gender (like other apparently immutable aspects of identity) is a role to
be performed. The common-sense performances of gender, race, and class correspond to hege-
monic ideology which suggests (or, in some cases, decrees) the manner in which to act within
the boundaries of normalcy. See Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion
of Identity (London: Routledge, 1990), 25. See also Butler’s elaboration on these themes in
Bodies That Matter (New York: Routledge, 1993).

22 AsJoel Lobenthal has suggested (echoing arguments made by Judith Butler, among other iden-
tity theorists), in contrast to the more staid fashions of the 1950s, in the 1960s “the individual
remade himself daily, trying out new stances of dress and behavior, internalizing some, [while]
keeping others at arm’s length as theatrical alter egos.” Joel Lobenthal, Radical Rags (New
York: Abbeville Books, 2003), 217.

23 For a lively history of the Yorkville coffee house and music scene, see Nicholas Jennings,
Before the Goldrush: Flashbacks to the Dawn of the Canadian Sound (Toronto: Penguin Books,
1997).

24 A cousin to Beat experiments in uniting disparate forms of art into messy harmony, neo-
theatre events called “Happenings” were increasingly popular in the Yorkville of the early
1960s. Often held in local galleries such as the Isaacs’ or the Sobot, but just as habitually held
at apartments, lofts, and coffee houses such as the Gaslight or the 71 Club in the budding
scene, “Happenings” were designed around neo-Dadaist preoccupations with juxtaposition,
surrealism, and disorder. A transparent attempt to refigure the expected manner (grave and con-
ventional as it is) of viewing art in silent, empty, cold galleries and museums, “Happenings”
were designed to err on the side of chaos. Denise Leclerc and Pierre Dessurealt, The Sixties in
Canada (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 2005), 167.
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— Yorkville was a symbiosis of Beat artistry and foreign energy, an exciting,

theatrical, and ultimately participatory experience for the tourist.

As a geographic location, Yorkville was figuratively cut off, re-cast as a
strange land, an unstable and subversive zone of decadent self-absorption and
vice. As a business district it was teetering on the precipice, apparently about
to fall, its impending economic doom always blamed on the young, rowdy
Villagers. As a metaphor for a Canadian failure to control an increasingly
inscrutable and volatile youth culture, it was potent, vivid, and fearsome. In
an era when so many of Canada’s institutions were forced to grapple with the
huge influx of young people brought on by the Baby Boom — no fewer than
seven major Canadian universities were established in this period?> — here was
another, more impromptu institution: a pseudo-college for the disenchanted, the
thrill-seeking, the alienated, the stoned.2®

To the horror of many Depression-raised parents, no one group took to the
scene more readily than middle-class, suburban youth — at least at first. As a
consequence, hip Yorkville, after a few years of rather quiet, below-the-radar
expansion, grew into a bona fide cultural concern by 1964. As Beatlemania
swept across North America, media were paying more attention to middle-class
youth culture than ever before; the public was curious, and the City was getting
nervous. By the following spring, as huge street parties began to characterize
weekend nights on Yorkville Avenue, Toronto’s City Council turned activist in
an effort to curb the development of the scene.?’

In perhaps the most telling example, the Council tried to curtail Yorkville’s
popularity by instituting a moratorium on licenses for coffee houses in the
spring of 1965, an act which served as a rather effective bit of accidental pro-
paganda for young people, who found it to be incontrovertible evidence that
Yorkville was, indeed, cool. Meanwhile, after yet another street party had been
characterized by local media as a “riot,” undercover and beat cops were dis-
patched to fill the streets in impressive numbers, charged with rooting out the
“rowdys” and the “toughs,” along with the drug-takers, the drug dealers, and
the prostitutes whom many feared had set up shop in the area.?® City Council
25 Doug Owram establishes this point at every turn in his study of the effect of the Baby Boom

on Canadian society. Owram, Born at the Right Time.

26 A similar phenomenon occurred in late nineteenth-century London. See Judith R. Walkowitz,
City of Dreadful Delight (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 20.

27 In May 1964, a Village of Yorkville Association sponsored Festival was brought to an embar-
rassing conclusion as police and young people sparred in the streets when the milling crowds
refused to disperse; see Toronto Star (16 May 1964). Six months later, a massive sing-along
in the street became another bloated fracas as police tried to clear Yorkville of revellers; see
Toronto Star (19 October 1964), and Globe and Mail (19 October 1964).

28 Even City Councillors took to patrolling the streets, both to prove that the police presence
was maintaining order, and as part of a fact-finding project designed to “‘curb rowdyism,” the

misleading term widely used by local media to describe hip youth in 1964 and 1965; see Globe
and Mail (31 May 1965).
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even tried to institute a by-law prohibiting motorcycles — a move which dem-
onstrated its fundamental misunderstanding of the hip scene — hoping that this
would help return Yorkville to its predestined path toward boutiques, upscale
galleries, sophistication, and affluence.?

Such attempts to coerce hipsters to forego Yorkville for fields less fair
met with virtually no success — every summer fresh hordes of young people
flocked to this supposed hippie wonderland, the centre of all things countercul-
ture in Eastern Canada. The local media played a key role in all of this, shining
their often blinding light on the tiny area, illuminating all aspects from the
tawdry to the fascinating, from the raucous to the sublime. Indeed, their role
was crucial, and did not go unnoticed by local merchants: one boutique owner
complained to the Globe and Mail in the spring of 1965 that “every newspaper
that re-counts trouble on Yorkville ‘is like an ad for every punk in town to come
down here.””30

In Yorkville, political identity (including performances of racial, sexual,
and class identity) and what I shall refer to as the phenomenon of local-foreign-
ness operated in interwoven, indivisible ways.?! Widespread sexual promiscuity
(including whispers of prostitution and homosexuality) and pervasive drug use
were generally cited as the two worst results of allowing Yorkville’s “character”
to be shaped by the hands of an unchecked and morally bankrupt culture.3?
While there was no “Jack the Ripper” to terrorize the Yorkville denizens, no
outright personification of the danger of social transgression, the ever-present
threats of hippie sex fiends, speed-peddling greasers, and hulking bikers preying
on poor, out-of-pocket girls emphasized an atmosphere of pervasive, or at least
potential, sexual violence and moral depravity which was readily exploited by

29 See Globe and Mail (10 April 1965). Motorcycles were a weird choice. Although some biker
gangs (especially the Satan’s Choice and the Vagabonds) were beginning to hang around
the area in the spring of 1965, they hardly constituted a major thrust in the burgeoning hip
scene.

30 Globe and Mail (28 May 1965).

31 Walkowitz refers to a similar phenomenon as “urban spectatorship.” I have chosen to redefine
this category in order to emphasize the significance of foreignness in the case of Yorkville. See
Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delights, 15-24.

32 The role of young women in Yorkville as victims of hip sexual depravity was assumed,
expected, and underlined in most every study of the district after 1965. The truth behind this
position is debatable, largely because it relies on a simplistic view of sexual power, and the
conservative assumption that a young woman’s sexual innocence was to be protected at all
costs. As Alice Echols, Beth Bailey, and a growing number of other astute commentators on
the hip 1960s have underlined, sex and gender in the context of the “sexual revolution” must
be viewed through the prism of an expanding moral panic over female sexual agency. See
Alice Echols, Scars of Sweet Paradise: The Life and Times of Janis Joplin (New York: Henry
Holt, 2000), especially Chapters Four and Five. See also Beth Bailey, “Sex as a Weapon,” in
Peter Braunstein, ed. Imagine Nation (New York: Routledge, 2002), 305-24.
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both local media and City Councilors.3? In the view of Deputy Chief of Police
Bernard Simmonds, Yorkville was little more than a roiling cauldron of class
and sexual devastation. “They come to the Village as good kids,” he lamented,
“mixed up perhaps, many from fine homes, and these beatniks grab them and
within two days they are ruined.”3* (emphasis added)

It was the very foreignness of Yorkville’s culture that truly set it apart and
established the district as a zone of difference. From the moment a place is
set apart as separate, as somehow distinct, it becomes a de facto foreign terri-
tory.3> At the most basic level, the casting of Yorkville as a Village, while tied
to a historical reality (Yorkville was a Village until it was annexed by the city
in 1883), served to establish the district as a zone of local-foreignness, at once
present and removed from the local and the foreign contexts.

As semiologists have argued for decades, once a thing is named, is bounded
through language and common-sense, it is only then rendered comprehen-
sible.3¢ This thing can now be characterized (as ‘thing’), its meaning(s) debated,
evaluated, (mis)understood.3’ In terms of geography, such a process is doubly
important, because often we are speaking in the abstract when we discuss place
— we may never have been there, and are never going to go; but because it is
named, we are able to develop the sense that it is. And so we develop mental
maps, onto which we can project our understandings of these places. Geographer

33 By the mid-1960s, white slavery narratives began to colour the discourse surrounding young
women in the Yorkville scene. As ever more young women turned to Yorkville for fun and
community, the assumption that they were being held powerless, under the sway of their hippie
(male) oppressors, forced to take drugs and have “free” sex, cropped up with increasing fre-
quency. This frame was particularly apparent in the autumn of 1967 — for a concise example
of the association between Yorkville and sexual violence/depravity, see Globe and Mail (2
November 1967). For more on white slavery narratives, and a historical example of their use
to frame illicit drug use in Canada, see Catherine Carstairs, Jailed for Possession (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2006).

34 Globe and Mail (2 November 1967).

35 George Chauncey, in his landmark work on gay culture in New York City, demonstrates the
multiplicity (and the overlapping) of such de facto foreign zones inside the modern cityscape, a
characteristic which enables Others to float in and out of local and foreign contexts, and which
underlines the mutability of spacial meaning. George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban
Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994).

36 See especially, Jacques Derrida, The Ear of the Other, Peggy Kamuf, et al., trans. (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1998).

37 Crucially, as Judith Butler has elaborated, “[The] name, as a convention, has a generality and
a historicity that is in no sense radically singular, even though it is understood to exercise
the power of conferring singularity.” Judith Butler, Excitable Speech (New York: Routledge,
1997), 29. In this way, appelation is a profoundly powertul act — it is both to endow a thing
with a recognizable individuality and to establish its social and political (not to mention histor-
ical) context/meaning. It must be understood to have one and many meanings simultaneously,
each politically and socially constructed, each bound to interpretations of common-sense in a
particular context.
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Peter Jackson has argued that such maps of meaning “are ideological instru-
ments in the sense that they project a preferred reading of the material world,
with prevailing social relations mirrored in the depiction of physical space.”8

Because Yorkville was understood as a place in which flourished both sub-
version and dissent, the map of meaning through which the area was read by
most observers was reflective of this common sense. In other words, hegemonic
distrust and fear of cultural and social dissent fostered a treatment of Yorkville
as a distinct, local-foreign land — a common-sense view which served both
as a warning to some to stay away, and, importantly, as an invitation to the
curious to come and partake.3 This process, in turn, helped to inculcate the
characterization of the Yorkville youth culture as somehow unfathomable,
alien, and dangerous.

Sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll (the hip holy trinity in the 1