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Bishop de Charbonnel

The Sisters of St. Joseph of Toronto, working closely with the Bishop of

Toronto, Armand Frangois de Charbonnel, opened the doors of the

House of  Prov idence in  1857.  The Sis ters  of  St .  Joseph prov ided a p lace

of welcome for al l ,  part icularly the most vulnerable of the society at the

time. Providing hospital i ty to those most in need was crit ical because

those who were poor or disadvantaged were often housed in jai ls, mixed

in wi th  cr iminals . '

The primary work of the House of Providence was to provide shelter

and food for those who otherwise would not have those bare necessit ies

of l i fe. ln i ts early years, i ts residents included children, part icularly

orphans, widows, elderly people and those who were poor. Over t ime,

as the needs of the residents increased, an inf irmary was created.

Gradually, the House of Providence responded more to the needs of

e lder fy  people.  When the House was moved to the present  s i te  in  t962,

Providence Vil la and Hospital, as i t  was then called, was buil t  as primari ly

a Home for  the Aged wi th  some chronic  care pat ients .  Prov idence

Centre now has more patients in need of hospital care than residents in

the Home for the Aged.

For much of the history of the House of Providence, the House was

primari ly operated by the Sisters of St.Joseph, with small numbers of paid

staf f .  Those who l ived at  the House worked as they were able,  do ing

chores. Gradually, part icularly after the move was made to Providence

Vil la and Hospital, the numbers of paid staff substantial ly increased and

the numbers of Sisters decreased. This pattern has continued unti l  the

present when there are very few Sisters working at Providence Centre.



Through numerous chal lenges the Sis ters  exper ienced the i r  deep
dependence on God, trusting that God would provide for their need.

The Sisters were innovative, dealing with challenges in many different
ways. ln the Jubilee Volume compiled for the fiftieth anniversary of the
Archdiocese,  Archbishop ) . ) .Lynch wrote:  "Noth ing shor t  o f  an a lmost
miraculous interposit ion of Providence could have enabled the good

Sisters presiding over the insti tut ion, with the slender resources at their

disposal, to shelter, feed and clothe so many poor."r

The  o r i g ina l  bu i l d ing  was  l oca ted  on  Power  S t ree t  i n  To ron to  and

eventually grew to four t imes its original size. After a century of caring,
a new bui ld ing was needed and,  on January 28,  t96z the res idents were

moved to Providence Vil la and Hospital at the present site of 3276 St.
Clair Avenue East. On May t5, t989 the Board of Directors approved

a new name, Providence Centre, in order to reflect the diversity of

services which were offered.

Providence Centre's Mission is rooted f irmly in the tradit ion of the

S is te rs  o f  S t . . Joseph ,  as  revea led  i n  t he  h i s to ry  o f  t he  House  o f
P rov idence  and  i t s  successo rs ,  P rov idence  V i l l a  and  Hosp i ta l  and
Providence Centre. Remembering the history and the contribution of

the Sisters can be encouragement for us at Providence Centre as we seek
to l ive the Mission as faithful ly as possible.

Providence Centre continues to care for those who are among the most
vu lne rab le  i n  soc ie t y .  The  M iss ion ,  Va lues  and  V is ion  a re  c r i t i ca l

components to Providence Centre's identity. These statements al low us
to  eva lua te  con t i nua l l y  ou r  dec i s ions  and  ac t i ons  so  tha t  we  may
provide the best possible care to our patients, residents and cl ients.



P r o v i d e n c e  C e n t r e ' s  s i x  c o r e  V a l u e s  d e s c r i b e  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  a n d

behaviours which are necessary i f  we are to accomplish our Mission.

These Values were derived from the health care Phi losophy of the Sisters

of St.  Joseph of Toronto.

Sanctity of Life . Every life is a sacred gift that has meaning and value.

Human Dignity . Everyone has intrinsic value and is worthy of respect.

Compassionate Seruice . The needs of every person are attended to with

thoughtfulness, understanding and sensitivity.

Community . People of diverse backgrounds gather together with a shared

purpose and support each other in hope and celebration'

Social Justfce . Each person is treated in a fair and equitable manner,

according to one's needs.

Social Responsihiliry . Accountability is demonstrated by the prudent use

of the resources given to us in trust.s

Our Mission, Values and Vision emerge out of the legacy which has

been left to us by the Sisters of St. Joseph. The Sisters of St, Joseph no

longer sponsor Providence Centre as that responsibi l i ty was given to the

Catholic Health Corporation of Ontario in 1998. Nevertheless, this

organization seeks to remember the legacy of caring which the Sisters of

St. Joseph have left to us, a contribution extending over r4o years. May

this remembering be a source of encouragement for al l  of us as we seek

to be faithful to the Mission entrusted to us at Providence Centre.





Belief in the Providence of God is a belief in God's deep compassion for

human beings. ln many ways, God's compassion is shown through

human beings' compassion for one another.

Compass ion  comes  f rom the  La t i n  " t o  su f fe r  w i th . "  When  we  a re

compassionate, we imagine what i t  is l ike to be in the posit ion of the

other person, we l isten to what people are able to tel l  us about what i t

is like to be where they are, and we respond to them in the way that we

would l ike others to respond to us. Part of the mystery of compassion is

that we are often more able to be compassionate to others when we are

most in touch with our own vulnerabil i ty. When we are compassionate,

we are "welcoming" of another person into our l ives and into our hearts.

At Providence Centre, we have recognized that Compassionate Service

is a core Value for us. This Value comes out of a history of caring: not

j us t  t he  ca r ing  wh ich  the  S is te rs  d id ,  bu t  t he  ca r ing  o f  t he  who le

community for one another. The ways in which we show compassion to

one another, patients, residents, cl ients, famil ies, volunteers, staff and

ourselves, is the extent to which we continue to build on the f irm

founda t i on .  l t  i s  a  f ounda t i on  wh i ch  f i r s t  env i s i oned  a  haven  o f

hospital i ty in which anyone in need would be welcome and would f ind

the compassion which was not found elsewhere,

The extent to which we at Providence Centre put our values into action,

including our Value of Compassionate Service, helps us to be faithful to

our mission. Providence Centre's Mission Statement announces that we

"further the Catholic Church's mission of healing." The House of

Providence was founded through the sponsorship of a Bishop of the

Roman Catholic Church and was operated by a Roman Catholic group

of women, the Sisters of St. Joseph. Providence Centre continues to be

sponsored by the Catholic Health Corporation of Ontario, ensuring

fidel i tv to the Catholic identity.



Providence Centre's Catholic identity is maintained in many different

ways which include action revealing our commitment to Catholic

principles as found in the Health Ethics Guide. We have ethicists to help

all  at Providence Centre to make decisions which are grounded in sol id

ethical principles. We have the Ethics Committee and Research Ethics

Board, both of which fol low careful ly the ethical teaching of the

Church. We ensure that those who wish to part icipate in the sacramental

l i fe of the Church, including daily Eucharist, are able to do so. Pastoral

care is integral to the services we offer.

The care which we extend to our patients, residents, and clients is holistic,

based in the cherished beliefs about the human person as a unity

of body, mind and spir i t .  That is a fundamental component to our

Catholic identity as a faci l i ty.

Prov idence Centre is  a lso "Cathol ic"  in  the sense of  "un iversal . "  Just  as

the early vision of the House of Providence was that anyone would be

welcome, regardless of race or rel igion, we continue to receive those

who are most in need of our services. That hospital i ty is in continuity

with the legacy left to us.

Part of the culture of Providence Centre which encourages us to offer

hospital i ty, to extend compassion to those most in need, has been

handed on to us by the founders, the Sisters of St. Joseph of Toronto.

,  . .  i : s  I  r f t ! 16 - t ]

Ever since the Sisters of St. Joseph were founded in Le Puy, France in

r648 the Sisters have sought to serve those who were most in need.

Beginning with six women, most of whom could neither read nor write,
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the Sisters made lace to support themselves and dressed in widows'

clothing so that they could go out to the poorest of the city.

According to the earl iest Constitut ions, Father Jean Pierre Mddail le, SJ

directed the Sisters to devote themselves to hospital work, the direction

of orphanages, the visitat ion of the "sick poor"

and pr isons,  and the inst ruct ion of  g i r ls . i

The  number  o f  S i s te rs  o f  S t .  Joseph  g rew,

and  t hey  es tab l i shed  commun i t y  houses

throughout France. A century and a half after

the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Joseph
was established, during the French Revolution

and the Reign of Terror, the Sisters' convents

were closed and their property taken by the

revolutionaries. Many Sisters either unwil l ingly

returned to their famil ies or were put in prison.

A t  l eas t  seven  S i s te r s  o f  S t .  Joseph  we re

martyred because they refused to take the oath

required by those leading the revolution. Mother St .  John Fontbonne

Refounded the Congregation after
the French Revolution

One Sis ter  o f  St .  Joseph,  Mother  St .  John
Fontbonne, was among those put in prison. She was saved from the

guil lot ine with the death of a key f igure in the revolution short ly before

the day she was to be executed. A few years later, in t8o7, Mother St.

John responded to the request of the archbishop of Lyons to re-establish

a communi ty  of  re l ig ious women accord ing to  the sp i r i t  o f  the Sis ters  of

St .  Joseph.

Soon requests came from other countries, asking the Sisters to come

and work among the poor  in  those p laces.  In  r  836,  a t  the request  o f
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the Bishop of St. Louis, Mother St. .John sent six Sisters to the United

States. Among them was her niece, Sister Delphine Fontbonne, who,
fifteen years later, was sent to Toronto to establish the first foundation

of the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Joseph in Canada.

Arriv;rtr in "'{"aronto

At the invitation of the Bishop of Toronto, Armand Franqois Marie de

Charbonnel, four Sisters of St. Joseph arrived at the Toronto wharf from

Phi fadelphia on Octobey 7,185r .  The e ldest  a t  38 years of  age and leader

of the group was Sister Delphine Fontbonne. She had made vows 1 6 years

before in France. The others, younger and with much less experience as

Sisters of St. Joseph, were from different countries (Germany, lreland and

the United States.)8

The Sisters originally came to Toronto to run an orphanage which had

been managed by Catholic lay women. They quickly found other urgent

needs .  Mos t  re l i e f  needed  to  come f rom the  chu rches  and  p r i va te

charit ies as i t  was not unti l  r  866 that orphanages, homes, hospitals and
houses of refuge received provincial grants to help with expenses.e

$rr.rr . l rrding the House of Providence

The House of Providence was sponsored by Bishop de Charbonnel, the

second Roman Catholic bishop of Toronto. Born in France in r 8or,
Armand Franqois  de Charbonnel  was ordained in  1825.  He began
missionary work in Montreal in r839 and was made Bishop of Toronto

in r85o.  He res igned as Bishop in  r86o,  re turn ing to  France to  become

a Capuchin fr iar. During his tenure, Bishop de Charbonnel " laid the
foundation for f inancial stabil i ty in the diocese and created organizations

12



for his church's endeavours in charity, education, and spir i tual i ty."" He

d ied  i n  F rance  i n  r89 r .

When Bishop de Charbonnel visited Pope Pius lX in r 854, the Annals of

the House of Providence record that:

Bishop de Charbonnel sought permission to erect a house of charity

to alleviate the poverty that reigned throughout his diocese. When

his request was granted he paused to ask for a special blessing on

this haven of love. After a moment's thought, the Holy Father told

him he would ask God that the House of Providence be never

destroyed by fire and that its work never fail for lack of funds."

Bishop de Charbonnel 's vision for the House of Providence was outl ined

in his Pastoral Letter of r 855 in which he explained that the House of

Providence was to benefit  "the necessitous; emigrants, young and old,

invalid and destitute." l ts purpose was hospital i ty:

Might we not shelter for a few days poor emigrants, part icularly

destitute widows, mothers and daughters, refresh a little their mind,

heart and body by all the cares of a truly Christian hospitality, giving

them all possible information, directions about land, employment

and work? Who has not seen these poor emigrants year after year on

our boats, wharves and streets without heart-rending feelings at the

sight of fellow fhuman beings] reduced to so pitiable a condition?"

As well as providing hospital i ty to those who were in need, the House

of Providence was also to help people stay on the right moral path. The

Bishop observed that poverty can be combined with other "immoralities"
so, he believed, by helping the poor, the House of Providence could

dimin ish id leness,  Iy ing and dr ink ing too much.

13



The Bishop's vision was expansive regarding the kinds of people who

would enjoy the hospital i ty of the House of Providence. He wrote:

Besides giving a little comfort to poor emigrants in our House of

Providence could we not therein attend to some special cases of

sickness and gather up some more orphans... Could we not likewise

save from destruction some young girls and reclaim others, shelter

widows and help some aged or invalid persons?'3

The Bishop further explained that the members of his diocese should not

be "astonished" that he would have such compassion towards emigrants

because he was "an immigrant's son whose parents and relatives

received in the greatest distress the kindest hospital i ty in Germany

and England." This commitment to the poor is signif icant when it  is

considered in the context of the Bishop's posit ion in the French nobil i ty.

The Bishop wrote also of his mother's compassion towards immigrants as

"she sold a part of her fine dress to support a starving octogenarian

emigrant." The Bishop gave a personal reason as well for founding the

House of Providence, revealing that i t  was his " long desire to die in a

House of this kind" and he expressed his wish to resign from being a bishop

so that he could make the House of Providence "his resting placg." 'a

The House of Providence was opened to serve the needs of anyone,

regardless of religion. A primary motivation for such hospitality was the

understanding that what i t  meant to fol low Jesus was to care for the needs

of the poor for "At al l  t imes it  has been one of the glories of the Holy

Catholic Church to provide for al l  the wants of suffering humanity.""

Within a month of issuing the pastoral letter, the Bishop was able to

enlist the help of lay people in the diocese to help fulf i l  his vision and

1 4



to begin fundraising for the House of Providence, with evidence of a

f i rs t  meet ing in  .Ju ly  r  855. 'u

The bui ld ing of  the House of  Prov idence began in  r855.  There was a

specia l  b less ing of  the cornerstone on Ju ly  r3,  r855. ' ,  On August  r r ,

t857 as the building was nearing completion, a keg of gunpowder was

p laced  under  the  founda t ion  and  i gn i ted .  The re  was  cons ide rab le

damage to the building. Although a reward was offered by the Mayor

for information leading to the capture of the person or persons who did

it,  there is no indication in the Annals of the Sisters of St. Joseph that

anyone was charged with the crime. To stop further incidents, the

Bishop asked for two Sisters to sleep in the uncompleted building every

night. No further trouble was experienced."

t his is one ,,,ilXli,i,i,'ulli:t:;i:;,i;ii,, ill,, or p,ouia,n,,

ln  r  857,  the House of  Prov idence opened i ts  doors.  A l though we do

not have a date for the opening, we do f ind that the Mirror reports on

October g, 1857 that a Bazaar would be held "sometime this Fall  to

1 5



procure the most necessary art icles of furniture" for the House of

Providence. The vision is given: "The House of Providence wil l  be an

asylum for sufferers of al l  kinds, without dist inction of creed or nation;

for the poor, the sick, the aged, the inf irm; for widows and orphans; in

a word for those whom Christ has said, "As long as you did i t  to one of

these my least Ibrothers and sisters], you did i t  to me." 's

By December 1 1, a newspaper reported that the House of Providence

"was on the point of being completed" and that the Bazaar would be

he ld  December  28 ,  29 ,30 ,  t 857 . ' "

According to the Annals, the f irst resident was Mary Birney, zz, whose

husband had been lost at sea. Mrs. Birney stayed at the House, asking

"to devote her l i fe to work for the poor and nobly she carried out her

resolution. She was offered remuneration for her services which she

steadily refused.""

Conclus ions

The compassion of a Bishop, the laity and the Sisters buil t  the House of

Providence. During a t ime when there was great suffering among the

people who were very poor, there was a deep desire to welcome those

who were most in need of shelter and care. Compassion was shown

through hospital i ty. Compassion has continued to be an important part

of the work of the House named in honour of God's own compassion

for human beings, God's care, God's Providence as we continue to seek

out ways to "further the Catholic Church's mission of healing."

1 6
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At Providence Centre our patients, residents and cl ients are, as we have

indicated in our Mission statement, "adults who are elderly or facing

disabil i ty, chronic or terminal i l lness." The needs of many are complex

and we continue to seek out ways to respond as best we can. Creativity

is required and as our context changes, so does our response. Fideli ty to

the Mission is not measured by "how things stay the same" but by how

well we are responding to the needs of the most vulnerable of society.

Like the Sisters of St. Joseph whose legacy has been entrusted to us, we

continue to seek out ways in which al l  are welcome at Providence

Centre. That desire to be hospitable can come at a high price for staff

as we welcome people who have increasingly greater care needs. Yet, we

try to the best of our abil i ty to ensure that those who are not welcome

at other faci l i t ies because of the kind of care which they require f ind a

welcome at Providence Centre.

As care needs of patients, residents and cl ients increase, so does the

need for hope. When people feel vulnerable, i t  can at t imes lead them

to a sense of despair, as we f ind in both our history and our present. At

Providence Centre, as we have stated in our Vision Statement, we seek

to be a "Community of Hope" with our staff patients, residents, cl ients,

fami l ies and the larger  communi ty .  The bui ld ing of  communi ty  is  not

an easy task; i t  requires that we be faithful to our Values, respecting one

another and nurturing the gift  that diversity is among us.

- i l*he 
" f leal '  { \ lelg}rbour"

The phrase the "dear neighbour" is one which the founder of the Sisters

of St. Joseph, FatherJean Pierre Mddail le, 5J, used to describe the people

with whom the Sisters were to work. ln France, the Sisters were sent to

the poorest parts of cit ies to serve the dear neighbour in humil i ty,
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simplicity and charity. They were encouraged to "practice all the spiritual
and corporal works of mercy of which woman is capable and which wil l
most benefit  the souls of the dear neighbour."" That passion to care for
the dear neighbour continued as the Sisters came to the New World.

The faces of the dear neighbour at the House of Providence could be
found in chi ldren who lacked adequate homes or parental support,
single parents, elderly people, poor people, and widows without any
support. Many of the city's lr ish poor also found their way to the House
of Providence because being an unskil led worker in Toronto at that t ime
meant that employment was often diff icult to f ind. All  of these people

were among the most vulnerable of society and so were welcome at the
House of Providence, given food and lodging so that they could l ive
with greater dignity.

Care of the dear neighbour had its challenges, not least of which was
finding the space to care for people. We f ind that over the years the
Sisters  were innovat ive in  th is  regard,  embracing the chal lenges by
moving people to other accommodations, building new wings, and
providing "outdoor rel ief. "

[i u i trctri nS C$]rr m Lrnity

ln the early years, there was l i t t le staff,  so i t  was crit ical that everyone
contributed what he or she could. Anyone who l ived at the House of
Providence and was able to work was given some task. We f ind, for
exampf e, a descript ion in r 876: two Sisters were assisted in the nursery
by a few women (looking after z5 babies); two women helped one
Sister do al l  the baking because they could not afford to pay for help;
eight to ten gir ls were seen washing 'by steam' with one Sister. '3 ln the
Annuaf Report fort879 we are told that the men work at light gardening,
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mending shoes and carpentry while the women labour in the kitchen,

laundry and sewing rooms.

There must have been some challenges, however, in keeping people

motivated to work. ln r 869 one journalist describes the "Old Men's

Room" as forming "a more melancholy exhibit ion than the aged of the

opposite sex...These poor pensioners rarely exert themselves to any

occupation; a great blank seems to have fal len on them and paralysed

their executive facult ies. " 'o

An examination of the early Registers from the House of Providence

shows that the length of stay of residents varied from one night to many

years, just as age and diagnosis varied. The occupation of most of the

residents was l isted as "indigent" or "orphan" with a few "labourers"

and "seamstresses." People were referred to the House of Providence

by many different sources including the police, jai l ,  hospital, and the

commun i t y . ' s  A f te r  a  cen tu ry  o f  ca r i ng ,  by  r958 ,  i t  was  es t ima ted

that  more than z7,9oo persons had been res idents of  the House

of Providence."

An Ear ly  'oFami ly  A lbum"

Sister Thecla Lehane, who kept the Annals of the House of Providence

for a number of years, gives us a rare gl impse of the face of the dear

neighbour in the r 88os. Sister Thecla entered the Sisters of St. Joseph

in t867. She taught for six years, was at the House of Providence for

nineteen years and was Assistant to the Superior General for six before

she d ied September t  ,  t897.
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The people that Sister Thecla wrote about would probably have fol lowed

the rules and regulat ions found in the r  879 Annual Report :

1. The sick, infirm, incurable and destitute aged of both sexes are admitted

to the House without distinction of creed.

2. Applicants must be recommended by a clergyman or Physician, or other

respectable person known to the Sisfers.

3. ln case of sickness or greqt destitution persons will be admitted at once;

the most destitute will be received in preference to those who can pay a

smal l  sum.

4. Inmates are not allowed to keep money in their possession, but should

give it in charge to the Superioress, otherwise she will not be accountable

for its loss.

5. No inmate to leave the Institution without permission.

6. lmmediate expulsion for any inmates who bring in spirituous liquors or

become intoxicated.

7. All cursing, swearing, or improper language strictly forbidden.

8. Smoking strictly prohibited except in appointed places.

9. The men are strictly forbidden to [communicate] with the women, or go

near their departments.

10. AII the inmates who are able to render assistance in any way are expected

to do so, and when leaving are not to expect any remunerat ion for
their services.

11. Silence to be observed in the dormitories.'zT
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The day's schedule for a person l iv ing at the House of Providence in

t879 has also been laid out in the same report :

A.M. 5:30 Rising and morning prayers for those who are able

6:00 Assisting at the Holy Sacriftce of the Mass

7:00 Breakfast

8:00 Manual Labour

' l ' l :30 Dinner

PM. 
'l:30 Lecture for quarter of an hour. Work for those

who are able

5:30 Supper

8:00 Night prayers

9:00 AII to be in bed

Sister Thecla tel ls us about a few of the people who found shelter at  the

House of Providence:

January  15 ,  1880:  Two inmates  (a  man and a  woman)  were  brought

f iom st.  carharines caol by order of sheri f f  woodri f f .  The man is a

Pro tes tan t  a r - rd  para lysed.  The woman is  insane bu t  no t  v ic ious .  Ne i ther

o f  thenr  were  commi t ted  to  Cao l  fo r  c r ime,  mere ly  fo r  want  o f  a  home.

January  17 ,  1880:  S is te rs  L iguor i  and lmmacu la ta  found Mrs .  Ma lone in

grea t  des t i t r - r t ion  and very  i l l  i n  a  lane o f f  Queen St .  The S is te rs  came to

tc l l  the  Door  woman 's  cond i t ion  and Mother  des i red  to  have her
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brought  here.  Came same evening and l ived only  r3 days.  Husband in
Centra l  pr ison.

Apri l  19, 1880: David Brady admitted. He is now 97 years of age. l t  is
sa id that  he f igured under  wel l ington in  most  of  the Peninsula and was
one of the bearers of the coff in of Bonaparte on the occasion of the
funera l  o f  that  great  Emperor . . .  He has been in  the House severa l  t imes
and never  remained a long per iod.  However  th is  t ime he presents a
poor  appearance and seems to be los ing s t rength,  He is  much bent  and
enfeebled,  but  he was once ta l l  and sta lwar t ,  be ing over  s ix  feet .

March 14, 1883: Mrs. E. Cook, an old lady from St. Mary's parish, was
brought here in a dying state, by the sisters. she had been l iving in a l i t t le
house by herself and although having means enough to l ive comfortably
she was most miserably situated and would not consent to come to the
House of Providence. Yesterday the sisters from St, Mary's Convent visited
the old lady and found her in a dying state. The Priest was called in and
adnrinistered the last Sacraments. Afterwards she was brought here.
Durrng the evening the Sisters noticed a change for the worse and they
said prayers for the poor old lady. About ten o'clock i t  became evident that
death was drawing near, the Sisters read prayers for the dying and put a
b lessed candle in  the o ld woman's  hand.  She seemed conscious,  but
looked around anxiously and after some minutes raised her r ight hand
with the left and blew out the candle with one puff of her breath and
remarked,  "Now chr ldren go to  bed."  This  was an amusing inc ident
notwithstanding the gravity of the scene. The inmates in the Ward were
present .  Mrs.  Cook d ied at - r  a .m.  Her  re la t ions are a l l  Protestants .

May 25,1883;  Sent  a pat ient  to  Lunat ic  Asy lum today.  She was brought
here on Monday by the Assis tant  lmmigrant  Agent ,  unt i l  Dr .  Clark
would award admiss ion to  Asy lum. Mrs.  Emi l ine Sat t ler  is  a  French
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Coverness who arr ived from France nearly two years ago. States that her

husband i l l  t rea ted  her  so  tha t  she  had to  leave h im and do  fo r  herse l f .

Has  two or  th ree  ch i ld ren ,  these in  France a lso .  I  suppose the  separa t ion

was too  much fo r  her  and her  mind  is  qu i te  d is tu rbed.  She went  to

Dix ie  a  coup le  o f  weeks  ago to  see i f  change o f  a i r  wou ld  benef i t  her

decl ining health,  but she grew worse and imagined the lady who boarded

her  had po isoned her  (Mrs .  Sat t le r . )  She is  a  Catho l i c  bu t  neg lec ted  her

re l ig ious  du t ies  fo r  years .

March 25, 1884: At r  r  o 'c lock we were start led and alarmed to hear that

one o f  the  inmates ,  an  I ta l ian  man,  had cu t  h is  th roa t  and d ied  a lmost

ins tan taneoLrs ly .  The un for tunate  man was in  the  House jus t  th ree

rnonths ,  he  coLr ld  no t  speak  Eng l ish .  He was la id  up  w i th  f rozen fee t .  He

showec l  rnenta l  aber ra t ion  dur ing  the  t ime,  bu t  no  one an t ic ipa ted  h is

su ic ida l  in ten t ions ,  a l though (as  we s ince  learned he  asked a  few t imes

for  a  razor )  he  seemed despondent .  F rom what  cou ld  be  ga thered f rom

his  b roken Eng l ish  and incoherent  express ions ,  i t  wou ld  appear  as  i f  the

deceased had fa i led  in  bus iness ,  los t  every th ing  and tu rned to  d r ink .

Ev ident ly  he  had seen be t te r  days .  He seemed t ru ly  pen i ten t  here  and

wou ld  knee l  and pray  fe rvent ly  fo r  a  long t ime.  On account  o f  the

c i r c u n r s t a n c e s ,  H i s  G r a c e  k i n d l y  a l l o w e d  h i m  C h r i s t i a n  b u r i a l .  J u s t  a s

the  d inner  was ready  tha t  day  Car lo  Catan io  (name o f  l ta l ian)  le f t  the

room.  In  a  few minutes  a  no ise  was heard  ou ts ide  the  door ;  one o f  the

men loo l<ed ou t  and saw the  un for tunate  man ly ing  in  a  poo l  o f  b lood

and the  razor  bes ide  h i rn .  He cu t  h is  th roa t  f rom ear  to  ear .  Fa ther

Hob in  was sL lmmoned,  bu t  l i fe  seemed to  be  ex t inc t ,  however  the  Pr ies t

gave l ' r im cond i t iona l  abso lu t ion .  Fa ther  Je f fco t t  t r ied  severa l  t imes to

get  deceased to  make h is  confess ion ,  bu t  he  cou ld  no t  speak  Eng l ish

wel l  enough to  be  unders tood.  Dr .  Nev i t t  b rought  a  Coroner  and he

cons idered i t  unnecessary  to  ho ld  an  Inques t .
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f ;h i ldr  en

When the Sisters f irst came to Toronto, their original mandate was to

Iook after an orphanage on Nelson Street (nowJarvis Street). ln r859,

the children were moved from the orphanage to the House of

Prov idence.  In  t876,  a  Protestant  gent leman,  Mr.  H.  Speid,  went

abroad for f ive years. Prior to his departure, he toured a number of

char i tab le inst i tu t ions.  He was most  impressed wi th  the "Chi ldren 's
Department" of the House of Providence and offered the Sisters use of

his estate for orphans while he was abroad.'8 Grateful ly, the Sisters

accepted the offer and on August 26, t876 twenty-six infants and three

Sisters moved from the House of Providence to Sunnyside (current site

of  St . . )oseph's  Heal th  Centre) .

Five years later, Mr. Speid decided to sel l  the property and offered it  to

the Sisters at a very reasonable price. Because the Sisters could not

afford to buy the property, the Bishop bought i t  for use by the House

of Providence. The boys were moved there on October rz, r885. The

sod was turned for a new building to accommodate the orphan gir ls on

Apri l  27, r89o, the Feast of the Patronage of St..)oseph. One hundred

and twenty gir ls were moved to Sunnyside on September 8, r 89r.

It  would seem that the generosity of Mr. Speid and the Providence of

God worked together. A story is recorded in the Annals:

One day Mother Bernard Dinan took the children [from the House

of Providencel to an outing to the lake front near High Park. For a

resting place they sat on a grassy spot overlooking the lake. Mother

Bernord thought how good would be that place for an orphanage

and she buried a small statue of St. Joseph in the ground. Nuns had

done such a thing before and have done it since. Results have been
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encouraging. Some years after Mother Bernard had buried the statue,

the owner of the property Ient it with his residence to the Sisters for
the orphanage. Still later he sold it to them for a reasonable sum.

Thus was started the Sacred Heart Orphanage at Sunnyside.'e

Eventually Sacred Heart Orphanage was moved to Bathurst Street and St.

Cfair Avenue West (the gir ls in September 1924, the boys December

1924).Although boys continued to be cared for by the Sisters of St.

Joseph, in t947, at the request of Catholic Charit ies the gir ls were placed

in a Carmelite orphanage."

Children under four years of age, however, remained at the House of

Providence unti l  St. Vincent's Home was buil t  on Sackvil le St. on the

grounds of the House of Providence.3' l t  was formally opened on May

28, t9o8 with 85 infants.3' The Sisters of St. Joseph continued to care

for  in fants  unt i l  r9r5 when the Miser icord ia Sis ters  of  Montreal  came

to the city to care for infants and to establish a maternity hospital. The

work with infants was entrusted to those Sisters.3s

" ' l -h*  lmf i rm"

An infirmary, or separate space for those who were more sick than the

general population of the residents of the House of Providence, was one

way in which care was given to the dear neighbour almost since the

beginning. We f ind in a letter by Sister de Chantal McKay who was

Administrator and Superior of the House of Providence from t 858-

r869 and t878-t885 to the Lieutenant-Governor a plea for money to

support the care of the sick. She wrote that the House of Providence

had an inf irmary for zt years and yet had no grant.34 By t 885 some

government funding was being received in the "Hospital Department"
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in which there were three large wards for " incurables."3s

ln 1925 "incurable" patients from the House of Providence were

transferred to St. Vincent's Home (which previously had been used as

a residence for infants and young children). Situated on the same
property as the House of Providence but facing Sackvil le St., i t  became

known as Our Lady of  Mercy Hospi ta l .  A new wing was added in  t932.

ln  t939,  a  new hospi ta l  was bui l t  on Sunnyside Avenue beside St .

Joseph's Hospital, and the patients were transferred to this new Our

Lady of Mercy Hospital.s6

The old building became known as "St. Teresa's Unit" and was used to

accommodate residents for the House of Providence. St. Teresa's Unit

was opened off icial ly October 15, 1939, the Feast of St. Teresa.3i

Eventually, in Septembey 1954 a "new" inf irmary was set up with a large

ward and r z private and semi-private beds in St. Teresa's Unit because

there were several patients in each department at the House of

Providence who required extended care. According to the Annals, "Forty
bed-ridden and mental ly worn out ladies were given the same care as

was given in hospital with special ized geriatr ic supervision in the newly

set-up Infirmary.":a

Ali Are trfll/elcome

Although the House of Providence was a haven of hospital i ty, seldom

did there seem to be enough space to welcome everyone who was in

need. Over the years, as the population of the city increased,as the

capacity of the House of Providence quadrupled. The challenge to be

sure that al l  were welcomed had to be addressed in other ways, so the

Sisters offered what came to be known as "outdoor rel ief." People who
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came to the door  and were in  need

an extended period were provided

and "destitute famil ies" were given

t

#frr,;

W
t

11trhtr,
5;

but could not be accommodated for

with meals and temporary lodging,

food and clothing.a"

!W

Lunch l ine at the House of Providence

A quick glance at the history reveals that the House of Providence

provided outdoor rel ief throughout the years. For example, in r 875, a

time of severe economic depression, The Globe reports that there was

"Great destitut ion from men being out of employment...  great many

applications to the House have to be refused, as much from want of

room as other necessit ies."4' The Registers of the House of Providence

reveal that in r 875 bread and soup were distr ibuted to 482 persons in

addit ion to those already l iving at the House of Providence.o'

In  the year  ending September 30,  r88r ,  3zo meals  had been g iven to

poor people, z89o loaves of bread distr ibuted, besides groceries and

medicine to the sick poor and $z7.oo was spent, chiefly to pay for the

lodging of  poor  people who could not  be accommodated in  the House.

30



ln t9z4 The Globe reported that between 8o and 9o meals were being

served daily, "the good Sisters have turned none away." The journalist wrote:

Plates of savoury stew, generous slices of bread and butter, and

bowls of soup constitute the noon-day lunch, excepting Fast days

when frequently fish replaces the meat. Bowls of soup and bread

appease the hunger of the men entering the side door in the early

evening, but many a man who has not found his way to the door at

noon-time finds a plate of nourishing stew awaiting him at supper.

The Sisters have been touched with the eagerness with which men

entreat an opportunity to pay for these meals in working for the

House of Providence. Odd jobs, such as scrubbing and f loor
mopping are performed by the visitors.a3

During the Creat Depression of the 193os, a t ime of severe economic
hardship for many people, the Sisters continued to provide outdoor relief,

In the r 938 Annual Report of the House of Providence we read of the

challenges experienced :

Outside Relief has always taxed the resources of the House of

Providence and during recent years the work has assumed such
proportions that the Sisfers have reason to fear that, should the
present poverty continue and the demands increase, they will be

unable to carry the burden incurred. During past year 58,898 meals

and lunches were served to the homeless unemployed, no distinction

being made because of teed or nationality. At the request of these

men and when there was not accommodation within the House, a

warm but bedless basement room was left unlocked and oroved a

haven for many.aa

ln this same report we learn that "Every day members of poor famil ies
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ask at the kitchen for a basket of food and in al l  the House provides

about one hundred such baskets a week."

ln t957 The Globe and Mail continued to report the ways in which the

House of Providence extended its services to the community. Sandwiches

and coffee, soup in the cold weather, were distributed twice daily every day

of the year. From z5 to 3o neighbourhood famil ies and children came

daily for food boxes. Clothing donated to the home was also supplied in

the same way to those in need.ot

Residents '  dormitory in the garret  of  the House of  Providence
Taken for the capital compaign to build the "new" House of Providence
(Providence Villa and Hospital) Iate 1950s. Canada Pictwes Limited

Throughout the history of the House of Providence often the House

would take in people whom others would not. For example, in the early

19oos newspapers of the t ime reported that people suffering from

consumption (tuberculosis) were being admitted to the House of

Providence when no other insti tut ion would take them. The Mail of Sept

19o2 reported a story about Mrs. Wilson:

The case of Mrs. Wilson is a particularly sad one. She is in destitute

circumstances. Her husband, instead of contributing to her support,
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has, it is alleged, been spending his money in drink and annoying

her during her illness. After Mrs. Wilson had been removed to the

House of Providence on Saturday afternoon, Constable Chapman

visited the woman's house and arrested her husband on a warrant

charging him with vagrancy.ab

Women's dormitory at the House of Providence, late 1950s. Canada Pictures Limited

Katherine Mason in The Women's Century wrote of her surprise when in

r9r9 she was trying to f ind a home for a "fr iendless old lady of seventy

six, who had been earning a l iving as a daily domestic, mother's help, etc.

but whose age had compelled her to seek assistance." Mason stated that

she had approached the House of Providence with "much foreboding"

because she was under  the impress ion that  i t  was so le ly  a Cathol ic

insti tut ion. Mason found, however, that there were no questions asked

about the woman's creed or nationali ty, only i f  she required charity.a,

This  theme of  a l l  be ing welcomed is  under l ined by Sis ter  V ic tor ine

Kennedy who worked at the House of Providence for many years. Sister

Victorine describes a Sister in charge:
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She never refused anyone day or night. She always asked them if

they had anything to eat and most t imes they said they had not had

anything that day. We would get a call someone was coming down

and to be sure to get them something to eat, a bath, clean clothes,

a bed and some work to do in the morning.os

ln t962, Providence Vil la and Hospital was opened on the present St.

Clair Avenue East site. Providence Vil la and Hospital continued in the

tradit ion of the House of Providence, welcoming those who were in

need. The needs of the residents continued to shift ,  however, as they

had throughout the history of the House of Providence. The homeless

people who had once come for "outdoor rel ief '  were now served by the

Brothers of the Good Shepherd in the same area where the House of

Providence had been.

Over the years at Providence Vil la and Hospital, the resident and patient

population became progressively in need of more nursing care. In t952,

zoVo (tzz) of the people served required chronic care and rehabil i tat ion

and  8o% (S ro )  needed  to  be  i n  t he  Home fo r  t he  Aged  (known

popular ly  as the Vi l la) .

By t967 we read in  the Annual  Repor t :

The 526 beds at Providence Villa are never empty. Our average

waiting list has over 100 applications on it....The average age of our

residents is 80 years and in keeping with the national average there

are more women than men. There are people currently living at the

Villa who have been residents of either the House of Providence or

Providence Villa for over 40 years. Married couples make up part of

our group and our 7 suites are always filled. ln 1966 there were

approximately 29 admissions per month. Life is an ongoing process

at Providence Villa because of our concept of total care.
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ln r 98r 55o/o of the beds were chronic care and rehabilitation and 45%
Home for the Aged. ln the Annual Report for 1985 we read that the

Home for the Aged had rz5 "Residential Care" beds and r6T "Extended
Care, including 57 Special Care." The Hospital had 344beds including 4z
for Rehabil i tat ion, r 7 Assessment and r 7 Pall iat ive Care. We f ind in the

Annual Report for-t986 a recognit ion of a shift  in the needs of the people

who were being served by Providence Vil la and Hospital, as increasingly

services were being provided to people who were "not elderly."

Sister Mary Albert and a nurse tend residents at the
new Providence Vil la and Hospital c. 1962. Canada Pictures Limited

ln May 1989, the Board of Directors approved a name change.

Providence Vil la and Hospital became Providence Centre as a way of

including in i ts name the community outreach programs sponsored by

the inst i tu t ion.  As wel l  as c l in ics avai lab le to  the broader  communi ty ,

the innovative Alzheimer Day Program which gradually moved to being

a z4 hour program, 7 days a week, and the staff position of Director,

Community Development, Providence Centre is continually seeking

ways to respond to the needs of the community.
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ln r998 funding was approved to build a new Home for the Aged for

288 residents, based on an innovative model of care. The "Resident

Centered" model of care is a new paradigm in which resident needs

govern operations in an environment which is as homelike as possible'

Programming pr inc ip les inc lude res ident  centeredness,  suppor t ive

relationships and responsive care. Mult iski l led staff cal led "Resident

Assis tants"  bu i lds one on one re la t ionships wi th  ind iv iduals  by help ing

with personal care, activation, recreation, l ight housekeeping and meals'

In r998, Providence Centre was directed to increase its capacity by

one third in order to incorporate addit ional rehabil i tat ion and complex

continuing care beds. (The increase in rehabil i tat ion from 39 to 87 and

in complex continuing care from 238 to 28+).

The passion with which the Sisters of St. Joseph cared for the dear

neighbour is clearly reflected in the history of the House of Providence

and its successors, Providence Vil la and Hospital and Providence Centre.

The Sisters sought to respond to the needs of the people of their t imes,

the needs of those who were mostvulnerable. ln the earlyyears, the face

of the dear neighbour was found in the orphans and widows, in servants

who had lost posit ions, in homeless people, in destitute famil ies, in

prost i tu tes and s ing le mothers.  Over  the years,  the face of  the dear

neighbour gradually became more and more those who were elderly

or in need of rehabil i tat ion or complex continuing care. Today, at

Providence Centre, the face of the dear neighbour is revealed in many

different people with many different needs. The people for whom

Providence Centre provides care are, as we have stated in our Mission

Statement ,  "adul ts  who are e lder ly  or  fac ing d isabi l i ty ,  chronic  or

terminal  i l lness."  oe
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Holist ic care is important for us at Providence Centre. The Roman

Catholic tradit ion has long understood that human beings are a unity of

body, mind and spir i t .  ln caring for the human person, we need to

nourish al l  that we are, the physical body as well as our inner selves.

At Providence Centre we seek ways to respond to the needs of the

whole person. We seek to put into action our Value of Sanctity of Life,

a core Value which underl ines our belief that the worth of a person is

not diminished by frai l ty, disabil i ty or age. Our abil i ty to continue to

celebrate the gift  of each person, in the midst of diminishment, which

help people to continue to grow and learn are fundamental to help us

to move towards our Vision, "Celebrating Life and Enriching Lives in

a Communi ty  of  Hope,"  a  t ime-honoured t rad i t ion of  nour ish ing

wholeness in  human beings.

Celebrat ions to Nour ish the Spir i t

I n teg ra l  t o  wha t  i t  means  to  be  a  human  pe rson  i s  ou r  need  fo r

cef ebration, for "special" t imes. We f ind in the Annals of the House of

Providence special celebrations of a rel igious nature such as Christmas

and the Feast of St. Joseph. We also f ind stories of concerts and part ies

which nurture the spir i t  in other ways.

We find stories of dignitaries who came to visit  the House of

Providence. On September r 3, r 883 Princess Louise, the daughter of

Queen Victoria and spouse of the Governor General, visited. The Annals

report that "The children and the old people who were able to walk

were arranged on the front garden or lawn and when the dist inguished

guests drove up to the door, the children sang the national anthem
'God Save the Queen." 'An extensive program had been arranged for

the roval visitor.5"
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Governor Generals seem to have been favourite visitors to the House of
Providence. On December 6, t897 Lord and Lady Aberdeen visited and
"expressed their pleasure at seeing the excellent work done by the
Inst i tu t ion." t '  On May 9,  1goj ,  the Governor  Genera l  and Lady Minto
visited.s' Governor General Rolland Michener visited Providence Vil la
and Hospi ta l  on November 25,  t967.

Over the years the Knights of Columbus have also been active in
providing entertainment for the residents of the House of Providence and
Providence Vil la and Hospital. In l93o in The Globe and Mail we read

of  the "e leventh annual"

entertainment which included

a drive around the city, and

a concer t  and supper  at
Exhibit ion Park.s:

One of the major celebrations

was  he ld  i n  honour  o f  t he
r  ooth anniversary of  the
founding of  the House of
Providence. "Residents' Day, "
was held on September zo,

1955 .We f i nd  i n  t he  Anno ls

the hopes of the Sisters that
this would be a day which "the residents would never forget." "The very
best quali ty l foodl was purchased for every meal" and pictures were
taken in al l  the dining rooms. In the afternoon ice cream and home
made maple cream were served to al l .  A special show was held in the
evening and more candy was served. As a special gif t  to the Residents,
the kneel ing benches in  the Chapel  were padded. 'o

To mark the centenary with the Sisters on October 1, 1955 the House of
Providence held "Sisters' Day" with Mass, a buffet lunch, and centennial

Celebration of the Centenary of the House of
Providence with the Residents on September 20, 1955
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banquet. About 22o Sisters visited the House that day as invitat ions had

been sent to the Sisters of St. Joseph of Toronto in Ontario houses.ss

Providence Villa and Hospital even had a visit from a television celebrity:

Ed Sull ivan came on Apri l  zz, t965J6

*f ,1r :i,'J,:j;T il"'iil,T ;%:,il:., ! : $# "
ln  t975 there was a "countrys ide excurs ion"  for  3oo res idents.  One

hundred ten cars with elderly and physical ly challenged people were

escorted by zo motorcycle police from Metro Toronto and Ontario

Provincial Police. l t  must have made quite a sight with police blocking

off Highway 4o1 and an Ontario Provincial Police helicopter keeping

tabs on the cars.sT

For several years there was also a residents' holiday weekend at Invermara,

the Sisters' cottage on Lake Simcoe. Over 5o residents and volunteers

attended the f irst one held September 23-25, 1977. One of the nurses at

Providence Centre describes his experience of those weekends:

Together we all [staff and volunteers] worked as a team with several

nuns making sure that al l  residents and patients would have a good
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time. We prepare 3 meals a day and a snack in the afternoon. We
are talking about 80-90 people here. Everyone has different roles,
cook, dishwashers, waiters, cleaners, program co-ordinator,
entertainer and nurses. We encourage residents and patients to help
out like drying utensils and dishes, getting it ready for the next
meal, arranging table cloths, napkins and cutlery.

ln the evening we have gatherings with wine and different kind of
goodies. We have entertainment, dancing going along with of course
different patients and residents participation with the help of outside
entertainers (guitarists). l'll never forget our barbecue everyone
outside really enjoying themselves. We have our daily masses in the
chapel, residents and patients doing the reading.5s

As the heal th  of  the res idents dec l ined over  the years,  the hol idays
were  d i scon t i nued .ss

Prayer to Nour ish the Soul

A space for prayer has always been an important component of the work
of the Sisters. We are told that it was not long after the Sisters arrived in
Toronto that one of the first floor rooms of the Orphanage which they had
come to run had been changed to "a most inviting Chapel."6" lt is clear
afso from the Annals of the House of Providence that even before the
Chapel wing was buil t  in r 882, a small chapel had been in use for prayer

and liturgy. When the large House of Providence Chapel was built, it was
dedicated to the Sacred Heart. When Providence Villa and Hospital was
built, a large chapel was created, designed to seat 626. This Chapel was
dedicated to the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

One of the ways in which the human heart can be lifted to God is
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through the beauty of stained glass windows. ln the Roman Catholic

tradit ion, such windows provided a way of teaching people who could

not read about the faith. For Providence Centre the stained glass

windows are a "reminder of the faith, tradit ions and values that inspired

the original House of Providence. ln addit ion to their rel igious, historic

and art ist ic signif icance, these windows are an enduring symbol of our

I ink wi th  the Sis ters  of  St .  Joseph."6 '

ln the House of Providence 24 stained glass windows were created

especial ly for the chapel by two manufacturers, N.T. Lyon Co. and The

Robert McCausland Company, over the course of t3 years after the

large House of Providence chapel was buil t .6' When Providence Vil la

and Hospital was buil t ,  many of the stained glass windows from the

House of Providence were brought to the new building.

Stained glass windows from the House of Providence can be found in

Providence Centre's Library, originally a small side chapel for the

Hospital patients. These windows were taken from the stained glass

above the main altar in the House of Providence Chapel which had been

worked into a circular design with four inner circular windows joined

together.63 Each of the f ive windows has a dominant symbol on it :  the

Lamb of God, Alpha and Omega, a Dove representing the Holy Spir i t ,

the Li ly of St. Joseph, and the Eucharist ic Cup.

Other stained glass windows from the House of Providence were placed

along the "C" corridor beside the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin

Mary Chapel. They were cut to f i t  the window space of the corridor

wall.  Each window is in vibrant colours and has a dominant f igure on it .

The windows include St. Joseph, the Assumption of Mary, Jesus Walking

on the Stormy Sea, St. Patrick, Mary, the mother of James, and ]ohn the

Baptist. Three of the windows have been moved to the new Home for

the Aged, the Houses of Providence.
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Other stained glass windows taken from the House of Providence were
placed in  the former Sis ters 'wing (present  "K"  wing) .On October  3r ,
1994, through the generous donation of Reverend Dan Donovan in
memory of his parents, six stained glass windows were moved from the

"K" wing to the front lobby. The windows are in the same style as the
ones found in the "C" corridor. Each window has a central f igure which
includes the Good Shepherd, the Annunciation scene with Mary and
the Angel ,  Mary and the ln fantJesus,  and the Chi ld  Jesus in  the Temple.
The unveil ing of the windows in their new location was on November
20,  1994.  The ce lebrat ion inc luded Mass and a recept ion.

When the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary Chapel was buil t  in

the new Providence Vil la and Hospital, addit ional stained glass windows
were created. These windows were designed by Russell  Goodman and
executed under his supervision at Luxfer Studio, Toronto. Each of the z8
windows is thirty feet high. According to an information brochure at the
t ime,  the windows:

portray the fifteen mysteries of the Rosary and the religious subjects
pertinent to the works of Providence Villa and Hospital. Each window
individually displays a complete spectrum from deep blues at the
top to rich golds and reds at the bottom, and at the same time

forms part of the spectrum formed by the ensemble of the fourteen
w indows  on  each  s ide  o f  t he  chape l  -  deep  b lues  a t  t he  nave
gradually changing to deeper golds and reds as we draw near the
sanctuary - to symbolize the Love of the Blessed Sauament.6a

f-"r i ,Jr" i  l , i1 f j i l ,( .r i '15! ' t  the BAdv

The re  i s  no  doub t  t ha t

feeding the many people

we l l  as  those  who  sough t

t he re  we re  cons ide rab le  cha l l enges

who l ived at  the House of  Prov idence

"outdoor  re l ie f . "

44

in

a5



God's tender providential care was shown in at least one extraordinary

way in the feeding of the people. We f ind the story of a team of horses

which was pull ing a load of f lour from the mil l  to the St. Lawrence

Market. As they went up Power Street, the horses stopped in front of

the House of Providence and would not move. When the driver in

desperation at the stubbornness of the horses threw up the reins, the

horses turned in at the gate and drove around to the back door. There

had been no f lour to bake the daily bread and the Sisters and residents

had been praying to St. Joseph for help. "The driver understood that

someone in greater want than he needed the f lour."ut

Sister Victorine Kennedy, who worked at the House of Providence for

many years, also tel ls the story of generous donors:

Donations of all sorts, at any hour might be left at our receiving

door. Sometimes a huge transport truck would drive up with a full
Ioad of fruit and vegetables - still good quality, but past their peak

for consumer marketing. We certainly were grateful, yet often we

didn't know the donor. I 'd hustle the men out to help unload the

transport. We'd store what we could for future use; arrange to preserve

qnd can under steam pressure in jars what we could handle in that

way. Our daily consumption in the fresh state took care of another

portion. Then, if there was still too much left over, we'd place it on

the front lawn and call  some of the 30-40 famil ies on our l ist who

were constantly in need to come for it. They'd come in droves of kids

and adults, swarming over the lawn with baskets and buckets,

rejoicing and giving thanks in unison. Often we called in the

Salvation Army to share in our good fortune.66

Food was also obtained from the House of Providence farm. ln t8g7 by

the wil l  of Thomas O'Connor, a farm on Queen St. East was left to the

Sisters of St. Joseph for the House of Providence." The bequest included
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42 acres and water lot in front as well as f ive houses on Chapel Street
(now Bay Street.) Because of the rapid growth of the city this farm

became very va luable and was so ld in  rgro for  $r5o,ooo.  A mortgage

of  $4o,ooo was paid of f  leav ing a balance of  $r1o,ooo.  From th is
money, a farm on St Clair Avenue East was purchased for $zz,ooo. The
lnfants '  Home on Sackvi l le  St .  was bui l t  a t  a  cost  o f  $6o,ooo and a
south wing added to the House of  Prov idence in  r  9 tz  for  $z8,ooo thus
absorb ing the remainder  of  the O'Connor  bequest .68

The farm on St. Clair Avenue East was known as the House of
Providence Farm. According to the House of Providence Annals, the
farm had originally been owned by Mr. Herron, after whom Herron
Avenue has been named. l t  was under the direction of the Superior of
the House of Providence and al l  the proceeds were used for the House.
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The Annals state that the House of Providence farm was "really the life

of the insti tut ion. l t  provided fruit,  vegetables, meat, eBBs, and

milk...Before pensions were available to the Aged, products from the

farm provided the main means of existence."6e

Untif  the barn burned down November 6, i955, the farm had a herd of

35 catt le including zo milking cows which provided about half the total

needs at the House of Providence. Three to four hundred laying hens

provided r 5o dozen eggs a week (the House required z4o dozen eggs a

week to feed the residents.) Much of the land was devoted to vegetables

including potatoes, carrots, parsnips and beets.7"

There was a Farm House which was used by the Sisters for holidays during

the summer and an addition at the back was used to accommodate farm

workers. A separate house was provided for the foreman and his family,

Conclus ions

Always there was the challenge to care for the dear neighbour in

ways that addressed the needs of the whole person. Food, prayer and

celebration al l  helped to meet those needs. At t imes the needs were met

in extraordinary ways. Most of the time, however, the needs were met

in the ordinary day-to-day responses of people to each other.

The dear neighbour whom the Sisters served had different care needs

than the patients, residents and clients who are cared for at Providence

Centre today. The Sisters had their own struggles in meeting the needs of

the residents of the House of Providence. Although we have different

struggles, remembering the tradition may help us to be creative with the

challenges to which we are invited.
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The Mission of Providence Centre as begun by the Sisters of St. Joseph
is continued by the staff and volunteers at Providence Centre. The spir i t

o f  generos i ty  is  ev ident  today as s taf f  care for  a  very vu lnerable

population with dignity and compassion in the tradit ion of "Great Love."

Volunteers support that work in a wide variety of ways. All  that the staff

and volunteers do to put the Values into action help Providence Centre

to be faithful to the Mission begun by the Sisters of St. Joseph and help

us to move towards our Vision of being a "Community of Hope."

In the early years, the House of Providence was staffed primari ly by the

Sisters of St. Joseph. The Sisters could not do al l  the work themselves,

however, so many of the people who l ived at the House of Providence

were encouraged to do what they could. We f ind in the t87o Annual

Report that no money was being spent on salaries as the residents and

Sisters did al l  the work. From the census of t87t we learn that there

were 18 Sisters of St. Joseph stationed at the House of Providence. ln

t892, Archbishop Lynch writes that salaries to staff have been saved by

the "industry" of the Sisters and residents.T' By 1gzo, however, with an

average number of residents at 336, there were ro paid employees and

3o Sisters on staff.73 By'rg49, there were 59 employees and z9 Sisters.T4

ln t962, when Providence Vil la and Hospital was buil t ,  the paid staff

was considerably increased.
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Spir i t  of  the Sisters of  St .  loseph

When the Sisters of St. Joseph were founded, they were encouraged to

l ive their l ives in a way that the congregation may bear the name

"Congregation of the Great Love of God." Their founder Father Mddail le

envisioned that " in everything and everywhere their l ives may proclaim

the love they profess."Ts The spir i t  of the Sisters of St. Joseph, according

to their Constitutions, is shown in "humility, charity, simplicity, gentleness,

peace and joy, and in dependence on the grace of God."z6

When we look at the writ ings of their founder, Father Mddail le, writ ten

in the seventeenth century, we f ind that the Sisters were encouraged to

grow "in I ikeness" to Jesus as one who, as revealed in the Bible
(Phi l ipp ians z) ,  had great  humi l i ty  and empt ied h imsel f  and became a

servant. "Humil i ty" is understood as knowing the truth about ourselves,

being "grounded" in both our l imitations and strengths, and using them

for  God's  greater  g lory .Humi l i ty  he lps us to  exper ience our  deep and

utter dependence on God, in effect, God's Providence.

The Sisters were to take on Jesus' attitude in his zeal or passion for building

God's reign on earth. They were also encouraged to be l ike Mary, the

mother of ]esus, in her openness to God's grace and l ike Joseph, the
guardian of Jesus, who had great love and compassion "toward every

kind of neighbour."" When we look at the Sisters of St. Joseph at the

House of Providence, we see how this spir i t  was active in them.

Motl ' rer  Delphine Fontbonne

As we reflect on the spir i t  of the Sisters of St. Joseph, there is no doubt

that Mother Delphine Fontbonne, one of the f irst Sisters to arrive in

Toronto, had a great deal of "zeal" or "passion" for building the reign of
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God.  At  the t ime of  her  death in  r856,  B ishop De Charbonnel ,  wrote:

This excellent and worthy niece of the

saintly Mother St. )ohn Fontbonne, had

in five years (really four years and four
mon ths )  es tab l i shed  i n  To ron to ,  a

Novic ia te,  an Orphan Asylum and a

House of Providence which affords to the

poor every spiritual and temporal succour,

as well as several houses in the diocese.

Endowed  w i t h  g rea t  w i sdom and

experience, this holy Superior enforced

the Rule with sweetness and firmness.
Her judgement was solid, her mind clear

and penetrating, her prudence enlightened

and  f a r - see ing .  She  was  l abo r i ous

energetic, active and provident.'8

The Sisters of St. Joseph were encouraged ,",IJ';i'r]i,f:ii:;U?:iii**"
to f ove the "dear neighbour." We find '' 

l,!"]io;,,1,2",!i!i,ifl,ilf,!,"Iifnq
evidence of that in the rife of Mother u,*"oo!;,llx:oi,::::,,1':,":f!,:r:0,,0

Delphine. At the age of 42 on February

7,' t856, a year before the House of Providence opened its doors, Mother

Delphine died from typhus. Her death was thought to be caused by

staying overnight with a sick woman when Mother Delphine herself was

already fatigued from caring for the sick Sisters. We are told that the last

day of her active life, two weeks before her death, was spent taking the sick

woman and her baby to the Lunatic Asylum on Queen St. West.Te

When Mother  Delphine was 24,  she showed that  she a l ready had the

quality of humil i ty. She had been in the United States for only two years

after coming from France and had been made superior of a small group
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of  Sis ters  of  St .  Joseph.  She was f ind ing that  " i t  was impossib le  to

discharge her duties" because the Sisters were not satisf ied with her

leadership style, as they thought that she was too str ict.8" Mother

Delphine resigned from being the leader, but she must have learned a
great deal from that experience for she was to take on many leadership

ro les in  la ter  years,  inc lud ing her  t ime in  Toronto.

i 'vtrn,i" i i ,rE" 1.3* {" i ' rantal R,4cKay

The spir i t  of the Sisters of St. . loseph is

clearly evident in Mother De Chantal

McKay. Mother De Chantal entered

the communi ty  in  1855 and was a

Sister of St. Joseph for 47 years. She

was in  charge of  the House of

Prov idence f rom r858-r869 and f rom

t878- t885.  She d ied on August  ro ,

1903 at  the age of  77 when on the

fourth day of her annual retreat she

had a heart attack.8'

It  is clear from a letter writ ten by

Bishop Lynch, the Bishop of Toronto,

that she and the other Sisters at the

House of  Prov idence had much zeal :

At my last visit to the House of Providence, whilst greatly admiring

the order, neatness, prosperity, as well as the religiousness of the

Establishment, I could not but feel a sincere regret at so many of the

good Sisters, as well as yourself, who were in very delicate health, all
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of which was brought on by overexertion of the Sisfers and their too

long stay among the Sick.8'

M*r* bmag:sh*ts ! r r :nr  the Famtly Album

In the early years of the House of Providence we f ind stories about

young Sisters who died while tending the sick. For example, Sister

Camil la O'Brien, 34, and Sister Mary Sophia O'Toole, 23, both died of

consumpt ion,  as tuberculos is  at  the t ime was commonly ca l led.  There

were also older Sisters who spent many years at the House of

Prov idence and d ied there.  S is ter  Paul  McDonald who d ied on

December 28, r9o8 had spent over 25 years at the House of Providence

tending to the sick and poor.8; During her t ime there she was said to

have "performed heroic acts of charity."s+

Sister M. Febronia Whalen, who died at House of Providence August r7,

1925, had been a Sister of St. Joseph for 5o years, 45 of which had been

spent at the House of Providence. In the Annals of the Sisters of St.

Joseph she is remembered as having a "deep strong spir i t  of faith which

made her see in the poor and unfortunate the Person of .Jesus
Christ.. .Simple and unpretentious, she won the respect of al l  by her

candour, uprightness and deep sense of honour,.. .To love God and to

serve Him in the simplicity of her heart was her only aim."8'

August 12, 1g3o we read of the death of Sister M. Dorothy Spencer at

the House of Providence, where she "laboured many years for the

poor." She was a Sister of St. Joseph for almost f i f ty years and, the

annalist writes, she "possessed in a marked degree the characterist ics

of a true Sister of St. Joseph, - gentle, patient, hard-working, humble,

obedient ,  char i tab le,  and above a l l ,  s imple and joyous." 'u
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On February 19, 1943 we read of the death of Sister Bernardine Lynch

who had charge of the dispensary at the House of Providence for almost

30 years. "Her treatment of the sick and the homeless was marked by

unfai l ing kindness and she was ever animated by faith which saw Christ

Himsel f  in  the person of  h is  poo1."8z

On September ), 1947 we read of the death of Sister Bertrand Marsh.

Most of Sister Bertrand's f i f ty years as a Sister of St. ]oseph were spent

at the House of Providence:

She loved her work with the poor and the aged, and in the pursuit

of the same, while leading a truly hidden l i fe, she revealed those

qualities of mind and heart most necessary to the exercise of charity.

Naturally kind and gentle, she gave herself generously in the interest

of others, seeming wholly forgetful of self, while her fidelity to the

least detail of duty coupled with real solicitude for her charges won

their confidence and love. She continued on the way of unselfish

service until her physical weakness made it no longer possible. The

past few years of ill health meant the slow consuming of energy and

strength, as if the fire of sacrifice were burning itself out.88

Sister  V ic tor ine Kennedy

Sister Victorine Kennedy came to the House of Providence in r935

where she worked unti l  r  944. She returned to the House of Providence

in t949 and stayed there unti l  r96z when she moved with the other

Sisters and residents to Providence Vil la and Hospital. She continued to

"be involved in various capacit ies in the care of the sick and visit ing of

residents bringing comfort and support to al l  she met" unti l  r  989 when

she began to serve as a volunteer in Pastoral Care at Providence Centre.
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She was sti l l  volunteering at Providence Centre unti l  a few weeks before

she died on November t),  1994. Short ly before her death she was given

special recognit ion at the Long Service Employee Recognit ion Awards.

ln Sister Victorine's obituary the fol lowing is recorded:

A week prior to Sister Victorine's death, she was honoured with a

special award which was presented to her by Ms Marion Leslie, the

President of Providence Centre. Marion described Sister Victorine's

Iife as one of love for and service to, the poor. ln the citation...Sister

Victorine is portrayed in the following words: "Someone who

inspires us all on a day to day basis through the generosity of her

kindness and her dedication to the residents and patients at

Providence Centre." The citation goes on to speok of Sister

Victorine's service, courage, dedication and acceptance.

Af ter  S is ter  V ic tor ine 's  death,  a  s tatue of  Mary was p laced in  the

alcove opposite the 48 Nursing station in remembrance of her. l t  was

subsequently moved to the Houses of Providence.

In r989 Sister Victorine wrote a short paper on her experience of working

at the House of Providence. That paper demonstrates the quali t ies of a

Sister of St. Joseph which Sister Victorine reflected.

Sister Victorine reveals her humil i ty, her sense of being grounded in who

she was with both her giftedness and l imitations. She tel ls a story which

happened short ly after she was assigned to the House of Providence in

August 1935. She and Sister St. Bede were looking after about 125 men

in the Basement, which after renovations at a later date, was known as

Bosco Hall.  She tel ls of being fr ightened of the men. One evening:
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Sister St. Bede and I went down as we always did to see that the

Iights were out and everyone had gone up to bed. We came across a

man who had been drinking and he was trying to get something

out of his cupboard. Sister St. Bede started to talk to him and the

conversation kept on and on. I kept wishing she would let him go as

I was getting so upset. I couldn't believe that I had come to the

Sisters of St. Joseph and that I would have to help look after a drunk

man. We finally got him settled and I went upstairs to bed and had

a good cry. The next day I got up and went back to try again. I

thought things over as the days passed. I realized that I shouldn't

have been so upset and I wasn't any better than the good Sisters

who had been doing that work for many years before me. So I told

myself I had better just get busy and do it. From that day on God

seemed to give me the grace to do it although I didn't find it easy.'e

Sister Victorine, as she reflected on her experience of working in Bosco

Hall (a section of the House of Providence) for many years, writes:

Many years in Bosco Hall taught me that some of our good old

timers were really looking after me, instead of me looking after

them. When there was some loud talking or arguing going on and I

went out to the big sitting room to see what was wrong, I found that

four or five of our good old timers would come out also. They would

not say or do anything because I could seem to stop the argument

if I appeared. They respected the presence of the Sisfers. I know that

if the old timers were needed they would have been there to help.o'
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John Farrugia

ilul*Y*rC"l rkr*-fg

There were many people who have

worked wi th  the Sis ters  and who

continued their Mission. One co-worker

who has been recognized in a part icular

way is John Farrugia who came to the

House of  Prov idence in  1928 and worked

for the Sisters for 55 years. ln r983, the

"J" wing of Providence Vil la and Hospital

was opened and named af ter  h im.  ln

recognit ion of Mr. Farrugia's faithful and

devoted serv ice.  Prov idence Centre

established the John M. Farrugia Award

in t994. Mr. Farrugia died at the age of

94 on Ju ly  r  ,  1998.

.)ohn Farrugia was a man who had a

deep commitment  to  the work of  the

Sisters. He was an engineer who oversaw

many of the Sisters' bui lding projects,

inc lud ing the bui ld ing of  Prov idence

Vi l la  and Hospi ta l .  A l though he was

offered better paying jobs elsewhere,

he refused them so that he could

continue to work with the Sisters.e' ln

an obituary in the Providence Centre

bi-weekly publication Centre Line )uly
t6, t9g8 we read of his wisdom and integrity. As well,  "Mr. Farrugia's

contribution of his ski l ls and devoted service set a standard of
excellence for al l  of us at Providence Centre." e'

Nurse McGreggor and resident
photographed for

"Providence Villa is People" brochure
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House of Providence Farmhouse 1915. Basi l  Majowski is in the middle.

Another man who worked in a different capacity was Basil  Majowski

who worked at the House of Providence farm. Born to a poor Ukrainian

fami ly  in  r895,  Basi l  emigrated to  Canada at  age r6.  He became very i l l

while working in a factory and was sent to St. Michael 's Hospital and

then to the House of Providence. Sister Cyri l la Merrigan, the Superior

at the House of Providence, sent him to school to learn English and

then to work at the House of Providence farm in the summer.

ln t934 Basil  was put in charge of the North Farm in Richmond Hil l .  ln

1925, the Sisters of St. Joseph buil t  a house on the North Farm that

could be used by Sisters who had contracted tuberculosis. After some

time, i t  began to be used as a holiday place for Sisters. Also known as

Mount St. Joseph, the farm was sold to the Basil ian Fathers in t946 for

use as a noviciate.

When the North Farm was sold, Basil  was asked to go to Invermara, the

Sisters' summer home, as caretaker and gardener. A gentle, quiet man
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with a generous smile and heart, Basil  died at Providence Centre on

February t3, t996 after celebrating his r ooth birthday the previous ]uly.

Volunteers

Volunteers have also been integral to the work of Providence. The

House of Providence Guild was formed in r953 to support the House

of Providence and later Providence Vil la and Hospital. In r964, the

Guild's name was changed to Providence Vil la and Hospital Auxil iary.

A great deal of work was done by the Auxil iary in organizing group

activit ies and fundraising. Due to an inabil i ty to get adequate leadership

for the executive, the Auxil iary was disbanded at i ts General Meeting on

)anuary t4, 1985 and Auxil iary members were invited to become

Volunteers under Volunteer Services.e3

ln t977 the Guild was rejuvenated to take on direct care volunteer

activit ies such as feeding and visit ing. Around the same time a Junior
Guild was formed and younger people were able to part icipate. From

news le t te rs  a t  t ha t  t ime ,  we  can  read  abou t  numerous  ac t i v i t i es

organized for patients and residents and fundraising events. In the

1978-79 Annual Report for Volunteer Services, Lorraine Pollock,

Director of Volunteer Services, indicated that anyone who volunteers at

Providence Vil la and Hospital automatical ly became a member of the

Prov idence Gui ld  (or .Junior  Gui ld ,  i f  they are 13-18 years of  age.)

Eventual ly ,  around 199o,  the Gui ld  was d isbanded.  Current ly  the

Miss ion of  Prov idence Centre is  suppor ted through the work of

Volunteers under the aegis of Volunteer Resources. The Volunteers offer

very important services to the patients and residents.
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Conclus ions

ln the time since the erection of the House of Providence there have been

very many people who have revealed God's great love for the poor and

most vulnerable of society through the work which they carried out at the

House of  Prov idence,  Prov idence Vi l la  and Hospi ta l  and Prov idence

Centre. Although these are only a few of the many who ministered at

Providence, we f ind in their l ives the Spir i t  of the Sisters as Father

Mddail le envisioned it .  We f ind in their stories strong women and men of

faith who had a deep love for those who were most vulnerable in society.

We f ind in the midst of hardship a spir i t  of humil i ty and generosity.
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The growth experienced in recent years at Providence Centre with the

building of the new Home for the Aged, the "Houses of Providence"

and the expansion of the hospital with al l  i ts renovations, carries forward

the tradit ion of ongoing f lexibi l i ty to respond to the needs of the most

vulnerable of societv.

Originally one quarter of the size i t  eventually became, the House of

Providence was a haven of hospital i ty. New wings were added to respond

to the needs of the ever increasing number of poor in Toronto and

surrounding area. The original bui lding was located at 65 Power Street in

the King and Parl iament area, south of St. Paul 's church, on the east side

of Power Street.e4 ln t962, the old House of Providence was demolished

along with a large part of the residential distr ict that surrounded it  to

make way for the Richmond Street exit ramp from the Don Valley

Parkway. Today nothing but an open lawn marks the site.e5

ln Toronto: Past and Presenf the House of Providence is described as

"One of the most noteworthy of Toronto edif ices...an extensive range of

buildings in the form of an irregular quadrangle on Power Street...(with)

a corridor worthy of Versail les or Windsor...  and, deservedly, a favourite

with Toronto architects."e6

Wi l l iam Dendy mainta ins that :

To give the building the dignity appropriate to its function and a

fanciful air that would blunt the hard edge of charity Hay [the
architectl chose a style loosely based on French architecture of the

sixteenth century and influenced by the steep roofed forms of the

Second Empire. With a broken roof line of gables, dormers and towers,

ornamented by lacy wrought-iron cresting and gilded vanes, it was
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designed to look more like a palatial country house in a noblemen's

park than a refuge.

The building was H-shaped in plan, with wards and private rooms for
each of the various uses on separate floors. On the second floor of the

central block wqs the chapel, three storeys high, with an open-beamed

roof and a sanctuary l i t  by Gothic windows. The west end of the

chapel was open to the corridors of each of the three upper floors to

provide galleries from which the residents could observe the service.eT

The original bui lding can be seen through the words of a journalist who

visited the insti tut ion in November t869. With 360 residents, there

were 17 Sisters who ran the lnsti tut ion with the help of residents. The

journalist described the entrance which "admits into a large vestibule,

from which on the left a broad flight of stairs leads to the first corridor,

on which are placed some of the private and work rooms."e8 Next the

journalist described the area in which children are cared for:

On the top flat are dormitories for the boys and girls each at different

sides of the building; in the largest room there is accommodation for

forty and though owing to the demand on their space, the beds are

very closely set, the system of ventilation is so thorough, that the ill

effects of the crowding that might otherwise arise, are completely

obviated; the greatest cleanliness and neatness are observable and

the beds are as comfortable as the most exacting mother need

require for her favourite child.

Next to this area was a room which two Sisters share so that they are

available i f  the children need help. The journalist then described the

floor below where elderly residents l ive and the inf irmary section for the

sick. These dormitories had as many as thirty to forty in them but,
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unlike the children, their beds were supplied with curtains. Sisters also

were in the inf irmary; they are described as "Being but women of l ike

physica l  nature wi th  the i r  s is ters  of  the wor ld  who have suf fered

considerably  in  heal th  f rom the t ry ing and arduous dut ies imposed

upon them by the management of such a large Insti tut ion."

The journal is t  then descr ibed " the o ld women's  room,"  and the "o ld
men's  room."  There was a lso a Boys 'school  for  85 boys who l ived at

the House of Providence and a Girls'  school for 88, the majority of

whom were under nine years. One Sister looked after each school.

There was a nursery wi th  zz in fants  under  the age of  f ive.  As the
journal is t  descr ibed the bake house we are to ld  that  every day two

barrels and a half of f lour are made into bread there.
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Expanel ing Hcspi ta l i ty

There were always more poor people who required hospitality than there

was space to welcome them. The House of Providence was expanded,

therefore, to four times its original size in its century on Power Street. We

find in the Annals of the House of Providence for t87z:

Within fifteen years after its erection, the House of Providence had

Iong become so overcrowded that many deserving poor and destitute

had to be denied admittance. With heavy expenses and very small

income there could be nothing laid by for building operations and

yet the Sisfers hesitated to ask for further help from the clergy and

Iaity who had already been most generous in almsgiving. However,

when the need of the Sisters was learned by the citizens, a public

meeting was held and a subscription list was opened to supply

building funds. Such was the generosity of all classes that on

September 20, 1873, excavation for a new wingfor the women was

begun to the north of the original edifice...The medical profession

did their part nobly...Not only doctors, but business men and al l

who had the interest of their City at heart rallied to the support of

the House.ee

The large new wing was completed and blessed by the Archbishop. l t

cost $35,ooo. ln those days of struggle this was an overwhelming debt

to assume, but, i t  was noted, "the charity of cit izens of al l  creeds was

truly remarkable whenever i t  was a question of aiding the House of

Providence, and God's almighty hand could always be rel ied upon for

t imely  suppor t . " 'oo

The next wing to be added was the Chapel wing. Blessed on January 6,

r 882, this addit ion was on the east side of the building. l t  is described
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in a newspaper article as two storeys high with the chapel on the upper

floor and with the lower floor being used for "refectories, etc."'o' The

Chapef is described in the Congregational Annals as a "spacious and

magnificent structure which greatly improves the accommodation of the

House of Providence." 'o' Before this addit ion was buil t ,  there had been a

chapel which became too small to accommodate al l  the residents.

Another wing was opened in r 896. The Catholic Register May 3o, r 895

reports that the cornerstone of a new wing was laid by Archbishop

Walsh at the annual picnic. Erected to the south of the building, i t  was

to provide more comfortable accommodation for the elderly men.'o3

This cornerstone was retained when Providence Vil la and Hospital was

buil t  and can be found below the statue of Mary near the visitors'

parking lot at Providence Centre. A translation of the Latin reads: "This
cornerstone of the addit ion to that wing for the care of the elderly

commonly cal led the House of Providence which is to be erected here to

the greater glory of God and for the consolation of the Poor. The Most

Reverend and i l lustr ious John Walsh Archbishop of Toronto blessed and

set in place on the z4th of May in the year of our Lord r895."

St. Vincent's Home was erected in r 9o8 and infants were cared for there

untif  the Misericordia Sisters began a similar work in t9t6. The residents

of the House of Providence l ived there unti l  r9z5 when it  began to be

used as a hospital. On the z4th of September, r9z5 the building was

blessed by Archbishop Neil McNeil and placed under the protection of

Our Lady of Ransom, Mercy Hospital for lncurables. That evening three

Sisters and six patients were sent from the House of Providence. ln two

years i t  was f i l led to capacity with rro patients. ln r933 a new wing was

added which increased the patient capacity to r65. With i ts increased

activit ies i t  was run separately from the House of Providence. ln r939

the patients were transferred to the newly built Our Lady of Mercy

Hospital next to St. Joseph's Hospital (now St. Joseph's Health Centre)
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in the west end of the city, thus giving the patients a more restorative

environment with a view of the lake.'oa

When the patients were moved from Our Lady of Mercy Hospital at

Sackvil le St. to Our Lady of Mercy Hospital at Sunnyside, that building

again was used by the House of Providence. After being refurbished for

the residents, i t  was named St. Teresa's Unit and was formally opened

October 15, 1939, the feast of St. Teresa."s

ln  r9r r ,  a  res idence for  S is ters  was erected to  the south of  the main

building and joined to i t  by a glassed passage way. Each Sister had a

private room with running cold and hot water. A bright Community room

had windows on two sides from which a veranda opened. The Sisters

had their own kitchen where their meals were prepared independently

of the residents. 'o6 When the Sisters moved to Providence Vil la and

Hospital they also had their own wing, presently known as the "K"
wing. Over the years, unti l  the Sisters moved out in 1ggo, there had

been r76 Sisters in total who had l ived at Providence Vil la and Hospital.

TWenty-three Sisters moved out of Providence Centre in r99o to 35
Herron Avenue, the former monastery of the Sisters of the Precious

Bfood. They moved from Herron in t996, mostly going to Morrow

Park, the Mother House of the Sisters of St. Joseph, at 3377 Bayview

Avenue. The land was then sold to developers and housing was buil t .

The Sisters' hospital i ty expanded to include those who were homeless

but were not able to be cared for at the House of Providence because of

lack of space. We are told in the Annals of the House of Providence that:

During the post war years of 1918 hundreds of transients found night

lodging in the basement of the men's wing. During the days of the

Great Depression, homeless men swarmed to the House of Providence
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for night shelter. They were happy to sleep on the floor any where.

Cots had been put up in increasing numbers in the attic, halls and

corridors. Gradually the store rooms of the attic were turned into

dormitories where accommodation for 150 men was provided. The

Fire Department forbade the use of corridors as sleeping apartments.

ln t932, the basement of the House of Providence was excavated to

create a new floor with nine foot cei l ings. l t  provided dining rooms for

men and women, storerooms, and Bosco Hall with i ts spacious sitt ing

areas and bathrooms."T

The experience of being a haven of hospital i ty and of expanding that

hospital i ty can mean that those who l ive in the House experience the

disruption of moves. When people are i l l ,  moves can be extraordinari ly

diff icult.  We f ind in the House of Providence Annals that moves were

diff icult in the r88os as well.  There had been a f ire which had caused

the need for  immediate moves.  The women who had " incurable"
diseases were moved from the third floor to the first floor of the north

wing. On May r 5, r 88o Sister Thecla writes:

Early this morning Sister Anna Maria commenced to remove her

class of women out of the workroom and by noon it was vacated so

that Sister Paul hqd possession of the room at once, much to the

grief of her lncurable class, who could not bear the change. The

women in the workroom cried bitterly, too. The whole place was in

commotion. At first it was considered advisable not to disturb the

Iittle girls' classroom but on re-consideration the children were

removed to the third floor to occupy the two front Sick Wards, so

that all the invalids would be on the ground floor.'o8
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The moves were not accepted with peace and it seems to have taken

unti l  November before al l  was sett led. Sister Thecla points out how

much better it is to have the sick women on the first floor, close to an

exit,  in case of f ire. 'oe

We have a l ready seen the moves which were prec ip i ta ted by the

children going to Sunnyside, and eventually, those who were most sick

to our  Lady of  Mercy Hospi ta l .  A l l  o f  those moves would have had

ramifications throughout the building for al l  those who l ived there'

A signif icant move, the "fastest move in history", happened as the

House of Providence residents moved on January 28, t96z to the "new

House of Providence," that is, Providence Vil la and Hospital '

I t  is interesting to note that talk about such a move began as early as

t9t4 for  inspectors:

It is always to be kept in mind that at no distant date this

Institution should be moved to a country site. Such a change of

action would be a great advantage to both the Sisters and to the

inmates for whom they care with such charity and devotion."o

Although it  might have been good for the residents to move to a
,,country site," i t  would be many years before circumstances would

begin to cause the Sisters and their supporters to look much more

crit ical ly at the need for a move. l t  took almost half a century before

serious discussion was begun about building a new House of Providence.

ln a fetter dated ]une r 5, 1949, to the General Superior from the

Superior of the House of Providence, Sister St. Paul McCabe suggested

that a new House of Providence be buil t  on the north end of the House

of Providence farm."'
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According to a letter from sister Mary Grace to the General Superior
August 4, 1956, i t  had been brought to the attention of the Chapter of
r 95o that the new House of Providence needed to be buil t  on land
which the congregation owned. (The Archdiocese owned the land on
which the old House of Providence was buil t .) The choice forthe House
of Providence farm may have been in part because it  was land which
had been designated for use by the House of providence: i t  would have
saved considerable expense not to buy addit ional land.",

ln t954, in preparation to celebrate the centenary of the House of
Providence's founding in r855, we f ind a survey report prepared by

John Pr ice Jones company.  The repor t  descr ibed the House of
Providence as "impossible, and beyond repair. rt  is antique, obsolete,
over crowded, poorly distr ibuted and a continuing f ire hazard.,,, ,3
Termites were also a problem. "woodwork eaten by termites looks l ike
dry sponges, stairways are pull ing away from the wall and the roof has
many leaks." some ground floor window sashes were completely hollowed
out, skirt ing boards were crumbling and even some of the main beams
were laced with termite holes unti l  they looked l ike sponges."a

ln r 956, the General Chapter of the sisters of st. Joseph gave permission
to build a new House of Providence. l t  was not long before a campaign
was  l aunched .  The  anna l i s t  who  desc r ibed  the  dona t ions  to  the
campaign for the new House of Providence, wrote:

It cannot be overlooked that the new building, much like the century
old House of Providence has been assisted by the smail donations,
the nickels and dimes of the poor. These bore more than financial
assistance, they carried the blessings of charity, the charity of the
Widow's mite."5
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The turning of sod for the new building was held on Oct 25, r959, the

Feast of Christ the King. Those breaking the ground included the Most

Reverend Francis V. Allen, Auxiliary Bishop of Toronto and Reverend

Mother Maura, Superior General of the Sisters of St. Joseph. Many Sisters

of St. Joseph, residents from the House of Providence and interested

friends were present. The Architects were Brennan and Whale and the

general contractors were Anglin, Norcross Ltd.

ln a letter sent to Rome in t962, the plan to f inance the new building

was outl ined. The Sisters of St. .)oseph were able to contribute

$r,zoo,ooo through the sale of property and "garden part ies." The

government contributed $r,2oo,ooo. A public campaign was carried

on in which money plus pledges amounted to $6,ooo,ooo. l t  proved

necessary to request to borrow $z,ooo,ooo to complete the project."6

Once Providence Vil la and Hospital was buil t ,  the blessing was held

on January 21, 1962 by Most Reverend Phil l ip F. Pocock, Coadjutor

Archbishop of Toronto.

The move occurred on January 28, t962. Paid for by an anonymous

donor, a "Caravan of Kindness" moved over 5oo people.

The first stage of "Operation Relocation" began at 9 in the morning as 25

ambulances rolled one by one up to the front door and 55 patients from

the home's hospital were carefully loaded into them, Stage two began at

noon after the remaining residents had an early lunch. Taxicabs l ined

Power and Sackville Streets taking on passengers from the front and back

doors of the old home. Taxis, directed by police, took four passengers

each and proceeded along a specified route to the new building.

Residents waiting for taxis sat with shopping bags filled with personal

belongings in their arms. Everyone had a coloured tag, green, yellow, pink
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or grey, to correspond to the unit where they would be going in the new
home. stage two is said to have taken place in less than an hour. sister

Jane MacDonald, who helped with the move, wrote: "For me it  was truly
the 'fastest move in my history.""'z The sister in charge at the providence

vil la and Hospital end was sister Rose Marie Moreau, who ensured that
everyone went to the right floor in the large building.

Providence vi l la and Hospital had four to six beds in a ward instead of
the accommodation in the House of Providence where sometimes r 6
were in a room. There were also numerous elevators instead of stairs.
one might think that everyone would be very pleased to move into the
new building. According to sister Aloysia payne, though, some peopre
had diff icult ies with the move:

[one] lady wouldn't leqve [the House of providence.] She said she
just couldn't but we gradually got her to come. Most of them didn't
want to leave but the place was practically condemned-they said
the only thing that held it up was the paint... When they got to
Providence villa they said the place was too cold. They meant it
wesn't like the old place. Everything was white and clean and new,
it wasn't like the other place where you scrubbed everything to get
it clean. The problem was it looked more like a hospital to them, but
they sett led down."8

on May t6, zooo another momentous move occurred as 288 residents
from the Home for the Aged (,,the Villa") were moved from tB, 28,

48, SB, and 54 to the new Houses of providence. The move was
orchestrated by the commissioning committee with leadership from
Mary Diamond, a long t ime Resident Care Manager appointed as
Relocation Facilitator, Therese Liston, social worker for the Houses of
Providence, and Tom clancy, Director of Housekeeping. Many staff,
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volunteers and family members united to move the residents over a r z

hour period from one building to another. Everyone worked very hard

that day, with al l  pitching in as best they could. Because the day was so

well organized, minimal frustration ensued. The reactions of residents

were mixed, of course, with some resist ing the change, but one resident

perhaps best captured the mood of the day as he compared the new

building and the old with "heaven and purgatory."

Conclus ions

All have always been welcome. At the old House of Providence and

when there was not enough space to provide the hospital i ty that was

integral to the spir i t  of the House, then the Sisters worked to f ind ways

to expand. Over the years the House had grown to four t imes its

original size, extending its welcoming arms even wider. After a century

of caring, the Sisters and those who supported their work looked for

addit ional ways to welcome those who were most vulnerable in society.

They buil t  the "new House of Providence," known as Providence Vil la

and Hospital and eventually Providence Centre. That desire to welcome

those who are most vulnerable in society continues to be part of our

Mission at Providence Centre and we are always looking for better ways

to do that. ln planning the new Home for the Aged, "Houses of

Providence," we sought out ways to make it  as homelike as possible.

Providence Centre's hope is that the patients, residents, cl ients and

their famil ies wil l  continue to experience Providence Centre as a "haven

of hospital i ty" as did people in need from throughout our history.
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i  i : r i r i ; r lnrel  v is i ted Pape Pius lX in 1854,1 Bishop de

t i i r rnis;sion L() ercct a house of chari ty to al leviate the

i i l r ; i rghoir t  t t is diotese. When his request was granted

r ri --rlrdrifi l bie-s:;ing r,n this hatren of love. Aiter a

l io i t1 Father toid him he vtould osk God thot the

nei,'i:r' dc.slroyi:d by fire and that its work never fail

At Providence Centre when we put our Values into action, we are

faithful to our Mission. There are continual challenges to balance: as we

weigh Compassionate Service with Social Responsibi l i ty, for example,

how do we give the best compassionate care that we can within the

l imi ts  of  our  resources?

Another question which is important to us and has been important for a

long t ime is Providence Centre's relationship with the larger community.

We both respond to the needs of the community and are dependant on

the generosity of the community as well.  Today at Providence Centre we

continue to seek out ways in which we can be faithful to our Value

of  Communi ty  by work ing co l laborat ive ly  wi th  one another  and in

partnership with patients, residents, cl ients and their famil ies and others.

Providence Centre is a multicultural facility. We seek to respect the various

fa i th  and cu l tura l  t rad i t ions of  our  s taf f ,  res idents,  pat ients ,  c l ients ,

vo lunteers,  and fami l ies.  At  the same t ime,  we are grounded in  our

Catholic identity, a part icular faith tradit ion which provides a framework

for our decisions and actions. l t  is out of that tradit ion that our name,

Providence, emerges and that this reflection on our history occurs.

In  the Annual  Repor t  o f  r938 we read:
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With the passing years, it is true, the accidentals of the
Management of the House of Providence have necessarily changed,
but the spirit of the House has ever been the same. Today just as in
the past, its doors are open to all in need; its charity knows no
Iimits of religious conviction - the need of care is the chief pass-port
to its shelter and hospitality. Moreover, the history of the lnstitute

for the eighty-two years of its existence justifies in a remarkable way
its name the "House of Providence". Of the years of difficulty in the
beginning, there are many interesting accounts of help marvellously
bestowed when the resources of the Sisfers were exhausted. Yet, we
do not need to go back so far to seek for providential happenings,

for every day has its own record of almost inconceivable evidences of
the care of an allloving, all powerful God. Thus the House of
Providence ... has ever stood for the Christian ideal of Trust in
Divine Providence, has been indeed, an uninterrupted objectlesson
in that same wonderful virtue."o

The Sisters have long understood that their work was sustained by
God's tender providential care. l t  was not, in fact, "their" work after al l ,
but  God's  work.  The Sis ters  encountered numerous chal lenges but
because they knew it was God's work, they could trust that God's tender
providential care would continue to sustain them. we f ind in the history
of the House of Providence stories of "extraordinary" providential care
by God, "miracles" of a sort. And yet, in the ordinary running of the
House of Providence, day by day, there were ordinary "miracles" shown
in the reality that people were fed and cared for, that fires did not
dest roy the House,  that  funds were ra ised f rom many sources,  a l l
revealing God's tender providential care.

Besides limited government support, the Sisters had a number of other
sources of income. Sisters were not paid for their labour but money was
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required for food and other necessit ies. The Sisters were dependent on

donations of the "benevolent of all denominations" for "the means of support

for the inmates depend[ed] almost wholly on donations and contributions

of the kind hearted.""' The Providence of God was also revealed through

the generosity of many who supported the work of the Sisters'

As well,  God's providential care was revealed in the generosity of the

residents of the House of Providence. We are told, for example, how in

t87o,  wi th  345 res idents and zr  S is ters :

The Sisters and the Inmates do all the work. Looms are worked in

the House and Wool collected from the Farms is made into Flannel,

Stockings, etc. AII the Clothing is made in the House, Shoes also.

Baking, Washing, Mending, etc. All that are able, do some work, the

old helping to take care of the young, and vice versa."'

When asked by Bishop Armand de Charbonnel for a special blessing,

Pope Pius lX said he would ask God that the House of Providence "be

never destroyed by f ire and that i ts work never fai l  for lack of funds." '"

Despite very hazardous condit ions, God's providential care sustained

the House so that i t  was never consumed by f ire.

There were, however, some close calls. Once the House of Providence

was saved from going up in f lames when a "mysterious visitor" notif ied

a Sister late at night that a f ire had started in the laundry. The Sister was

able to put out the f ire and thus save the building from destruction. The

man had never been seen before and, given the reali ty that the House of

Providence was a "f ire trap," the Sisters believed that St. Joseph had
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visited them to warn them of the danger."+

on February 24, t88o fire was discovered in the roof. sister Thecla writes:

It would appear as if the roof had been burning slowly for some time
as many of the beams and rafters, etc. were totolly destroyed and
part of the roof also. Notice was sent at once to the Insurance
Offices. Two men called next day and had the damages repaired,
which cost about $20.00. The danger from which we escaped on this
occasion is attributed solely to the goodness of God, nothing short of
a miracle. Many who saw the fire say surely it was miraculous that
the whole building escaped being consumed. Prayers of thanksgiving
were offered up by Sisters and inmates for the goodness and mercy
of God for preserving us from Fire...ln the attempt to extinguish the

flames, Mother fell, and narrowly escaped being hurt. Here again the
providence of God interposed and saved our Mother..,s

ln r 882 on Apri l  zo, another f ire began at 4 o'clock in the morning in an
unoccupied room in the House of Providence. lt was caused by cloths
igniting after being used to oil the Chapel floor and was discovered by a
resident. lt was put out before much damage was done. sister Thecla
writes that "The Providence of God saved the place from serious injury."',6

On May r z, r 883 another f ire broke out, this t ime at a neighbour's,
Mr.  K ie ley,  whose stables were c lose to  the House of  Prov idence 's
stables and out houses. According to Sister Thecla, , , the wind was high
and threatened the destruction of the entire premises., '  She tel ls of
many people gather ing in  the Chapel  to  pray so that , , . . .when the wind
vis ib fy  changed,  those present  sa id,  'sure ly  th is  is  a  Mirac le. ' , t127

We also read of . two f ires in the 192os. One was quite small in the
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"People's Kitchen" on Apri l  23, 1923. The Fire Department responded

immediately and no serious damage was done."8 A second fire, however,

on October 9, 1929 was much more serious. The f ire, in a carpenter

shop in the basement of the building, was believed to have been started

by oi ly rags. The bench and windows were in f lames when it  was

discovered. Miss Grant, one of the night attendants, was walking along

the hall  about r r o'clock when she smelled smoke. Looking out of the

window to another building used as a laundry by the insti tut ion, she

could see the reflection in the windows. The glare was so bright that she

thought the f ire was in the laundry. The Fire Department was called in.

The loss was only  about  $3os."n

Sister Victorine Kennedy also tells a story of being saved from fire. The

date for the event is not given but it was sometime after she was appointed

to the House of Providence in r 936:

I can also tell of some miracles I experienced [at the House of

Providence.l One night as I was saying the Rosary down in Bosco

Hall (as it was later called) I saw some of the men getting up and

going out of the back stairs. We kept on saying the rosary and when

I f inished it  I  went out to see what was going on. I met some men

coming out with baskets of clothing on fire. We put them out with

water by the sinks as we had no fire hose at that time. We kept the

soiled laundry under the stairs until the bathing was finished for the

week then taken to the laundry. In the meantime it had been

smouldering under the stairs for a couple of hours. lt could have

caused a bad fire at night since we would have been less aware. We

managed to put it out without calling the firemen.'3'

In an interview which Sister lmelda Cahil l  and Sister Mary Bernita

Young had with John Farrugia in r986 we f ind how very real the fear of
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f ire was at the House of Providence. Mr. Farrugia indicated in that
interview that when a decision was made to build a new House of
Providence the Fire Department was very happy. When Mr. Farrugia
asked if  i t  was because the Fire Department did not l ike the House of
Providence, the f ire f ighter said "Oh, sure, we l ike you. ButJohn, you're
the biggest r isk around." ' : '

There was some major destruction by f ire at the House of Providence
farm. On November 14, lgzo the large barn was destroyed. We are told
that "the season's crop, the best in many years, z3 head of catt le, 3
colts and some pigs were al l  consumed. The horses and 5o hogs were
saved. An east wind saved the house and poultry buildings. The f ire
seems to have started on the roof. The cause is unknown.', ' ; ,  On
November 6, 1955 the barn was burnt down and never rebuil t .
Apparently, f lames were visible seven miles away and l40 tons of hay
and grain were destroyed. 'r ,

Never  Fai l ing for  Lack of  Funds

The second prayer of Pope Pius lX when he gave permission to erect a
house of charity to be called the House of Providence was that this
House's "work never fai l  for lack of funds." 'ro l t  never ,, fai led" but the
struggle for adequate funding has long been part of the experience of
the House of Providence. Although in t ime grants were received from
both the provincial and city governments, we f ind that i f  the sisters
had had to rely solely on government support to run the House of
Providence they would have had to fold the operation before they started.
Instead, because of the generosity of so many in the community, the
work was able to continue for over 140 years.

ln r 859, only two years after the House of Providence was opened, the
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Sisters of St. .)oseph sent a petit ion to the Aldermen and Council  of

Toronto for f inancial aid of $rooo each for the Orphans'Asylum and

House of Providence. Because in r 858 aid had been given to the House

of Industry (another house of refuge), Toronto Grammar School, the

General Hospital, Magdalene Asylum and Female Protection Society,

those at the House of Providence desired funding as well.  The petit ion

was rejected.'3s

By r 865, however, the House of Providence was receiving some funding

and required more. Mother de Chantal, on August 8, r 865, wrote a

request to the Right Hon. Charles Stanley, Viscount Monk, Governor

General of Brit ish North America in Council .  With ro4 adults (Thirteen

were bl ind; thirty were "aged and inf irm" widows; and nearly al l  the

others had different diseases) and 3o4 orphans, Mother de Chantal

wrote that "The whole f ixed revenue of the insti tut ion is $96o received

from the Government. Although "the str ictest economy is observed,"

the outlay exceeds $9,ooo per annum. Mother de Chantal wrote:

That your petitioners have no property, no income beyond that

already stated but have to depend on the voluntary contributions of

the charitable, which fluctuote according to the condition of the

crops or of the financial affairs of the country.

That to procure this precarious aid, the Community in charge of the

establishment are obliged to travel through remote parts of this

western section generally in the depth of winter and are necessarily

exposed to great hardship and expense.

That in the Hospital department your petitioners have had, from
time to time, diseases of every description. During the past Spring

there were two hundred cases of fever, but owing to the skill of the
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medical attendant, and the unremitting care bestowed upon the

patients, the fatality of the disease was confined to the members

of the Community - three of our most eff icient Sisters died of

malignant fever...

...That your petitioners, therefore, in view of the great amount of

destitution relieved and of suffering alleviated, and in consideration

of the Sisfers - fifteen in number in charge of the House giving their

services gratuitously and for charity sake, humbly ask that your

Excellency in Council be pleased to direct that the grant already

conceded to the House of Providence may be inueased to a sum

commensurate with the requirements of the Institution for the relief

of suffering h umanity.'t6

Mother de Chantal 's concern was serious. Thq Canadian Freeman the

same year indicated that the House of Providence orphan asylum

received ten t imes the number of chi ldren as the Protestant asylum but

the same amount of money. The House of Providence had twice the

number of residents as the Toronto General Hospital but received one

ten th  o f  t he  amoun t . ($g6o  as  compared  to  $ r r ,ooo . )

According to the Jubilee Volume, in r 875 there was an increase in the

government grant because of an amendment to the "Charity Aid Act."

A clause was introduced which gave a certain sum towards the support

of each person in the different charitable insti tut ions, instead of giving

"indiscriminately," as had been done before. " lnstead of the pittance

formerly granted, the House of Providence received the next year from

the government the very l iberal sum of $3,298.54 and the Orphan

Asyf  um $r ,593.88;  making a to ta l  o f  $4,892.42,  as compared wi th  the

grant of $r,5oo of the previous year." Thus, a grant of seven cents a day

was al lowed for each resident of the House of Providence and two cents
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a day for each child in the Orphan Asylum.'37

ln r 888, we read, there continued to be concerns about funding. Mother

Louise Clancy wrote to the Mayor of Toronto indicating that in r 88r they

were receiving $z,ooo with r 95 adults and ro8 orphan gir ls. ln r 888 with

325 adults and r45 orphan gir ls $z,ooo is no longer in proport ion. '38

Apparently, the City did not fund according to numbers of residents.

Besides l imited government support, the Sisters had other sources of

income,  main ly  donat ions of  the "benevolent  o f  a l l  denominat ions."

We are told that because the House of Providence's door " is open to al l

classes and creeds, Protestants have at al l  t imes been very l iberal in their

contributions, and this has especial ly been the case on the occasion of

the Sis ters 'annual  co l lect ing tour  through the c i ty  in  the fa l l . " '3s

"Collection tours" were forays into the country to request food and

prov is ions f rom farmers.  ln  a scrap book that  one Sis ter  a t  the t ime

collected, there are numerous examples of advert isements placed in the

papers thanking people for their donations, part icularly of food. We are

tof d in the Jubilee Volume (r 892) that the Sisters collect flour, meat, butter,

wool, and clothing from among the farmers in the winter season.'4o

There are s tor ies in  the Annals  about  how at  t imes these winter

tr ips needed to be curtai led because of terr ible weather condit ions. The

collections would be done by sled, except when there was l i t t le snow,

and then wagons were used. Obviously, these collecting tours took the

Sisters away from helping to run the House of Providence which caused

further hardship.

We find in the Annual Report of t879 that "Each year twelve Sisters

brave the inclemency of our Canadian winter to perform this arduous
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work of charity. They receive with grati tude the donations (either in

money, provisions or clothing) given them by the l iberal i ty of a generous

people, to supply the necessit ies of nearly 5oo poor." '4'

Collecting must have been very demanding work, as a glance at the
month of  January r88z shows:

. On January 7, 18B2 Sisters Anna Maria [Coolahanl and Dolors

Ieft on the ntorning train for Ori l l ia. On January 28, they returned

with the collection unfinished because Sister Anna Maria had

caught Bronchit is so Sister Dolors needed another companion. On
February 7 Sisters Mary Rose [O'Mallay] and Claudia fCokeley]
went to finish Maro and Uxbridge.

.  On )anuary

ICokelyl left

7,

on

1882 Sisters de Chantal  [McKay] and Aurel ia

the morning train for Barrie.

On Januory 7, Sisters Paul [McDonald] and Thecla [Lehanel

on the evening train for Caledon. They returned January 21.

On January 11,  S is ters  M.  Rose and Assumpt ion IKeenan]  Ie f t  on

the evening train for Adjala. They returned February 2.

On January 21, Sisters Claudia and de Sales [Ryan] Ieft on the

evening train to col lect in Newmarket and returned February 4.

On )anuary 26, Sisfers Euphrasia IMcKendry] and Teresa

lBrennanl Ieft for Chicago to f inish the collection they had started

in September.

On )ctnuary 30, Sisters Paul and Thecla set out for Thornhi l l  which

ctnly took one week to col lect. ' ' "
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In r9oo, col lection tours were discontinued in favour of an annual

collection taken up by the Sisters in the churches.'a3 For a few years

both types of col lections seem to have been going on because there is

evidence of both in the Jubilee Volume (t892). 'aa

Spring Festival

The Queen's Birthday in May has long been a t ime for fundraising and

fun at Providence. There have been a variety of names for this fundraising;

it  has been called a "Festival," a "Garden Party" and a "Picnic."
Historical ly, however, the most popular name seems to have been a

picnic. Currently, at Providence Centre we have the annual "Spring
Festival," the last Saturday in May.

Fundraising on the Queen's birthday began with the "May Festival," the

f i rs t  recorded on May 25,  t863. l t  was held at  the Music  Hal l  to  a id  the

House of Providence.'4s Within a couple of years, the spring concert was

turned into a picnic and concerts were held in the winter to raise funds.

We find evidence of the f irst picnic in May t866. The Canadian Freeman

published news of a May r 866 meeting of ladies and gentlemen of al l

Toronto parishes to arrange detai ls for House of Providence fundraising

picnic. 'a6 A fundraising picnic was also held in August of that year.

There were t imes in the history of the House of Providence when the

annual  spr ing p icn ic  was d iscont inued because of  c i rcumstances.  In

1919,  the annual  p icn ic  was d iscont inued because the House of

Providence joined the "Civic Federation of Charit ies" from which it

received necessary funds for support. ln r952, however, the tradit ion

was revived to raise funds for the instal lat ion of a "complete f ire alarm

93



system with detectors" required by the Toronto Fire Department. As the

House of Providence sought to raise funds for a "New House of

Prov idence"  the p icn ics cont inued to be held unt i l  t96t .  They were

discont inued when the move was made to Prov idence Vi l la  and

Hospital. ln t977, as the deficit  for the Vil la soared, the Spring Festival

was revived once again and has been held ever since to raise funds.

The picnic has been held at different locations, although the House of

Providence grounds seems to have been the favoured one. In t869 for

example, the Annual "Festival" for House of Providence held on the

Queen's birthday was located on Government Grounds.'a7 Government

Grounds were closed in t87o, however, and a "picnic" was held on the

House of Providence's own premises. In r88z and r884 it  was held at

Sunnyside, where St. Joseph's Health Centre is currently located.

Like Providence Centre's own Spring Festival, there were years when it

rained and years when the sun shone beautiful ly. ln r 952, when the

picnic was revived after 34 years, for example, i t  rained al l  day. The

organizers were undaunted by the weather, however, and carried on:

Real ponies were provided, saddles and all, as a special attraction for
children and when the rain clouds did not scatter, the riding was

done in the laundry. On the whole the Sisters were satisf ied with

the financial returns and greatly encouraged by the abundance of

good-will.'+t

There were t imes when there were challenges because of people who

came to the p icn ics.  ln  r  88o the p icn ic  was on a " f ine day"  in  which

attendance was "very great."

Everything passed off very well until the close of the day when some
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young men came to the Grounds quite intoxicated, and tried to raise

a quarrel. No Policemen were present.

Although the Queen's Birthday became known as "House of Providence

Day" and the picnic was well attended by Catholics and Protestants

alike, there were t imes when other activit ies happening in the city

detracted from its proceeds. We are told, for example, that in r 884

there were races at Woodbine on the same day as the picnic and so it

was not as well attended as in other vears. '4e

fl* t"{,t \,' ; rt e r a r. r. ( " fi !l I !:e F{t u tr ri a ti o n

ln t987, the Providence Vil la and Hospital Foundation was established to

further the work of Providence Vil la and Hospital. In r99r i ts name was

changed to Providence Centre Foundation. lts letters of incorporation

indicate clearly that its primary object is to maintain and receive a fund

and to apply those funds "for the benefit of or to improve the services
provided by" Providence Centre. Raising funds and receiving the generous

donations of numerous donors, the Foundation has been instrumental

to enable Providence Centre to further its Mission, to provide the best

service possible to i ts patients, residents and cl ients.

{-'q,i n I } ;..f :; i {x t i :?

Faith in God's tender providential care does not mean that there wil l

never be challenges to overcome. l t  does mean that while the Sisters
had to work hard in order to meet the challenges, the necessary

resources were given. There were many different challenges that had to

be met and many different ways in which God's Providence provided for

the needs.
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The challenges which the Sisters experienced encouraged the building

of community. The Sisters could not afford to be selFsuff icient but

instead were required to enlist the help of the broader community to

sustain the work of the House. The generosity of response enabled the

work to continue. God's tender providential care was revealed in the

generosity of the community,

There were challenges in the very real danger of f ire. At t imes God's

tender providential care was revealed in extraordinary ways in which the

House was saved from fire. People recognized God's action and named

it as a "miracle." There were other t imes, however, in which the f idel i ty

of someone to her work, l ike Miss Grant who discovered f ire in the

carpenter's room, also revealed God's tender providential care for the

res idents of  the House.

There is no doubt that in a t ime of scarce resources such as the House

of Providence experienced, there was a need to be faithful to the Value

of Social Responsibi l i ty. The Sisters had to be accountable for the ways

in which resources were used. God's tender providential care provided

for the House's needs vet at the same time it  was necessary to use the

resources wiselv.
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A LEGACY OF CARING: THE FUTURE OF CARE

The Sisters of St. Joseph provided a house of hospital i ty in which al l

were welcome, part icularly the most vulnerable. Through numerous

chal lenges the Sis ters  exper ienced the i r  deep dependence on God,

trusting that God would always provide for their need. The experience

of the Sisters can be encouragement for those who carry forward the

Mission of Providence todav.

As we Iook at the history of the House of Providence, Providence Vil la

and Hospital, and Providence Centre, we can see the legacy of caring

which has been entrusted to us by the Sisters of St. Joseph. The Sisters'

desire to care for the "dear neighbour" with dignity and compassion is

a guide for us as we seek to care for the patients, residents and cl ients

of Providence Centre in ways which reflect our Values of Sanctity of Life,

Human Dignity, Compassionate Service, Community, SocialJustice and

Social Responsibi l i ty.

We see in the history of caring of the Sisters that the Sisters of St. Joseph
tried to be as faithful as possible to their cal l  to be a "Congregation of

Great Love" as their founder, Father Mddail le, had encouraged them.

Their f idel i ty revealed God's love for those in their care.

The House of Providence was a haven of hospital i ty, a place in which

the most vulnerable of society were welcomed. That original vision of

Bishop de Charbonnel has endured as we at Providence Centre continue

to welcome a vulnerable population, those who are most in need of

care. We seek to care for people in ways which reflect our concern for

the whole person.

The history of the House of Providence and its successors, Providence Villa

and Hospital and Providence Centre, reveals God's tender providential

care. The Sisters believed that God intervened in almost miraculous



ways, providing for the needs of the residents, protecting them from fire

and ensuring that the work never fai l  for lack of funds. Always the work

was much larger than the House itself,  as the House of Providence

depended greatly on the community's generosity to sustain them.

The rich legacy of the Sisters of St. Joseph is for us, and for the future,

inspiration as al l  at Providence Centre seek to be faithful to the Mission

and Values. ln r 998, the Sisters of St. Joseph entrusted the sponsorship

of Providence Centre into the care of the Catholic Health Corporation

of Ontario. As we move forward into the future we have numerous

opportunit ies to continue to be faithful to that legacy left to us. We

have opened a new Home for the Aged, "Houses of Providence," based

on an innovative model of care in which we continually seek out ways

to put the needs of residents f irst. We are expanding our hospital,

increasing our opportunit ies to care for those in need.

There are so many ways in which the legacy of caring left by the Sisters

of St. Joseph is carried forward into the future. Staff continues to seek

out ways to provide the best care possible. Volunteers continue to

respond, support ing the work of Providence Centre in a wide variety of

ways. Donors continue to give what they can to support the work as the

Foundation raises much needed funds. Patients, residents and famil ies,

continue to support each other, doing what is possible for them. Board

members continue to seek to give direction to the Centre, basing

dec i s ions  sound ly  i n  ou r  M iss ion  and  Va lues .  A l l  o f  ou r  ro les  a t

Providence Centre are crucial and al l  are committed to furthering the

Mission through f idel i ty to the Values.

Because of the f irm foundation of the legacy of caring left by the Sisters

of St. Joseph and the strong community of al l  who support, l ive, and

work at Providence Centre we can proclaim with boldness that

Providence Centre's work is indeed "the future of care."
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