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Gardiner Expressway East 1955-2001
By James FitzGerald

When plans for its construction were announced in 1954, the news had reporters writing with the same kind of wonder they usually reserved for the future of space travel. “How would you like to drive through Toronto at rush hour at 50 miles per hour?’ one asked on the front page of the Telegram. The question, of course, has been answered—most every weeknight, a red river of brake lights makes its way across the bottom of the city. The 45 year old legacy of Frederick G. Gardiner, the first chairman of Metro and the man who bulldozed the proposed elevated road through council, has become an artifact of mid-century hubris.

Started in 1955 and finished 11 years later, Fred’s new Expressway embodied speed and utility, efficiently linking the busy industrial lakefront and the downtown core to the QEW and the sprawling suburbs beyond. But as the Harbourfront re-development took shape during the ‘70s and ‘80s, the roadway was increasingly judged an unyielding barrier (our own immutable Berlin Wall) between the city and its reborn, post-industrial corridor of art galleries, condos and marinas. 

And so began an escalating controversy. Mired in pro- and anti-car rhetoric, the squabble over the Gardiner’s fate has spun its wheels for over a decade. Finally, last January, over loud protests from Beach residents, the city gave the green light to the $34 million razing of the three-kilometre eastern stump (the remnant of the proposed extension of the Scarborough Expressway). Its demolition was moved more by financial than aesthetic considerations: the city had been spending $8 million per year to keep it standing.

Plans have been floated to bury the rest of the behemoth, or perhaps, lay parts of it in a trench. The visionaries who speak of remedies adopt the same reverential tone as the previous generation: “How would you like to walk down to the lakeshore through a greenbelt of parks during rush hour?”

Over the winter, a platoon of machine-mounted jackhammers, like gigantic praying mantises, has reduced the vestigial artery to rubble. Amid the pulverized concrete and gnarled steel, a couple of the expressway’s hulking trestles and beams were preserved. Fashioned into public artworks, they will remain as monuments to our quasi-religious worship of the automobile. 

