Faulty Tower
When Marshall McLuhan decreed that Rochdale College had the makings of a utopian flop —  “They're all heading backwards into the past as fast as they can go” — he was, as usual, cornering a Canadian paradox. 

In 1966, to allay the shortage of student housing for the swelling baby boom generation, the federal government’s Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation proffered a loan of $4.8 million to erect a new student co-op on Bloor at Huron, the site of an old University of Toronto frat house. Opened in September 1968 with only 10 of its 18 floors finished, the monolithic, concrete high-rise of open-concept ashrams -- plus various other styles of units archly dubbed “Zeus”, “Aphrodite” and “Kafka” -- was born an inherent contradiction. 

Inspired by a group of weavers in Rochdale, Lancashire (a radically conservative 1844 experiment in communal living), this chaotic kibbutz of 800 hedonistic boomers, the largest free university in North America, would test the limits of liberal education like never before — and fail as extravagantly as the 1960s idealism it embraced. Total immersion in life experience drove Rochdale’s creed of autodidacticism. A health food store, medical clinic, radio station, daily newspaper, drug-testing lab, and internal bartering currency (the Rochdollar) fed its vibrant, synergistic counter-culture. Free-spirited workshops, poetry readings, plays, and films spawned the embryonic Coach House Press and Theatre Passe Muraille (theatre without walls). Futz, a play about a farmer carnally attracted to his pet pig, and an illegal screening of the porn classic Deep Throat (free admission to those who “cum naked”, the ad promised) -- scandalized Toronto the Good and stoked media notoriety.

But when police evicted squatters from nearby Yorkville Village in the summer of ‘68, Rochdale degenerated into a free-for-all crash-pad, swarms of speed freaks, transients and bikers overwhelming the college’s corridors and nascent educational programs. Good vibes OD’d on bad karma.

Finally, in the spring of 1975, Rochdale Nation, the id-fuelled riff of learning-as-street-theatre, fell into receivership, its seven year run closing to mixed reviews. From the outset, the co-op’s boundary-pushing, profit-spurning ethos bore the seeds of its own demise. Rochdale’s road of excess led to the palace of wisdom —  and squalor and debt and disillusionment.

The renovated high-rise re-opened in 1979 as the Senator David A. Croll Apartments, a placid senior citizens’ home where Metamucil displaced methamphetamines as the substance of choice. Marking the final passing of an innocent, revolutionary era, the fetus-like Unknown Student out front -- a bronze sculpted by Dale Heinzerling and named by a navel-gazing student the artist found slumped in the Rochdale Cafeteria -- was turned 180 degrees. Its back now faces the lost utopia, defiantly mooning the tides of time, an enduring symbol, like the building itself, of the Aging of Aquarius.











--James FitzGerald

